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Workers in Dependent Societies 


By Hobart A. Spalding, Jr. 


Using historical case studies to examine 
organized labor movements in Latin Ameri- 
ca from 1850 to 1960, Hobart A. Spalding 
shows convincingly why organized labor 
has not been a major revolutionary force 
within Latin American society. He docu- 
ments the continuous struggles of the 
working people to better their lives in the 
most up-to-date and comprehensive his- 
torical study of Latin American labor now 
available. 

Spalding asserts that the labor history of 
Latin America must be studied in terms of 
three variables: the impact of external 
forces, the nature and composition of local 
ruling elites and the particular formation of 
the local working class and labor organiza- 
tions. In his study, he analyzes the similar- 
ities and differences of labor movements 
across the continent in the light of these 
three perspectives. 

Spalding begins with the formative 
period from the mid-nineteenth century to 
World War | when labor forces began to 
organize in almost every Latin American 
country. In the second chapter, he exam- 
ines the explosion and expansion of 
working class activity from World War | to 
the Great Depression, tracing the spread of 
the movement into rural areas, the adop- 
tion of new ideologies, and the growth of 
organization among white collar workers. 
The remaining chapters analyze the co- 
optive and repressive period during which 
national states and political parties used 
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PREFACE 


Six years’ intermittent research and writing went into this book, 
which scarcely resembies the initial draft proposal. Its evolution 
flowed naturally from the material and from comments and 
criticisms offered by friends, colleagues, and audiences at scholarly 
gatherings. Bits and pieces of this work formed part of presenta- 
tions at the American Historical Association, the Columbia Uni- 
versity Seminar on Latin America, the Latin American Studies 
Seminar at the University of Indiana in Bloomington, the Rutgers 
University Conference on Labor and Social Change in the 
Americas, the Center for Cuban Studies, the California State Uni- 
versity at Los Angeles Conference on Argentina, the Latin 
American Studies Association, the Yale University Graduate Semi- 
nar on Latin America, and the Southwest Labor History 
Conference. 

The research was done on trips to Latin America in 1967, 1970, 
and 1972 and at the International Institute for Social History in 
Amsterdam in 1973. Most of the work, however, was done in the 
Columbia University libraries, the New York Public Library, and 
the Library of Congress. I would like to thank especially the staff 
of the Latin American, Portuguese, and Spanish Division of the 
Library of Congress for their enormous help. For their help in pre- 
paring the manuscript, thanks go to Martha Livingston, Marthalena 
Avendafio, Merriam Ansara, and above all, Martha Salper. In 
palmier days, the History Department of Brooklyn College of 
CUNY provided funds for typing. 

Many persons criticized parts of the manuscript within their 
areas of expertise. Valuable suggestions came from Gordon Adams, 
David Barkin, Alex Georgadis, Mike Hall, Tim Harding, Mike 
Locker, Paulo Sérgio Pinheiro, and Steve Volk. And to Ken 
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Erickson and Pat Peppe I owe a great debt. The hours that we 
spent discussing Latin American labor while writing papers and 
articles served to sharpen my thinking and added greatly to my 
knowledge. Their careful readings of the manuscript proved in- 
valuable. Finally, special appreciation and love go to two persons 
whose constant aid and support allowed me to complete this work: 
to Bruce Maliver, whose patience and skill helped create the space 
in which to write, and to my compafiera, Renate Bridenthal, whose 
love and understanding are matched only by her critical editorial 
eye and intellectual companionship. 
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INTRODUCTION 


The working class, along with the peasantry, constitutes the vast 
majority of Latin American society. Despite this fact, scholars 
have devoted scant attention to it. That situation has begun to 
change, but significant gaps in our knowledge still exist. This book 
seeks to advance the study of one aspect of working-class history: 
urban organized labor. It synthesizes older and newer scholarship 
and formulates a series of hypotheses and theories concerning both 
the national and the global development of labor movements. It 
also raises research problems and areas for future investigation." 

The argument is based on the premise that labor history can 
be understood best within the larger context of the world economy. 
Within this framework, three variables have influenced labor’s 
evolution: fluctuations of the international economy and decisions 
taken by governments in advanced capitalist nations; the composi- 
tion of, and tensions between, the international and the local 
ruling classes; and the composition, structure, and historical 
formation of the working class. The impact of external events and 
domestic-foreign interrelations determined that broad trends 
emerged at roughly the same time throughout Latin America. 
However, national circumstances also influenced the tide of events, 
and therefore, local labor movements have their own particular 
histories.” 

Each chapter explores both national and international dimen- 
sions. Chapters 1 and 2 treat the period prior to 1930 across the 
continent. Chapter 1 examines labor’s formative period, during 
which working-class organizations first appeared and labor move- 
ments took on characteristics that shaped later developments. 
Chapter 2 explores the expansive and explosive period from World 
War I to the Depression. It specifically analyzes the spread of 
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labor organization to new sectors of the working class and new 
geographic areas and looks at the series of violent outbursts that 
marked the 1920s. Chapter 2 also demonstrates the ways in which 
the introduction of new ideologies and the evolution of older ones 
shaped the movement. 

Chapters 3 to 6 present individual case studies that demonstrate 
patterns found after 1930 in varied contexts. Their overarching 
theme is co-optation and repression. During that period, the state, 
having largely recognized the right to organize, sought to curb 
labor’s power. On one hand, it attempted to co-opt individuals 
and organizations by legislating economic or social improvements 
in the hope that workers would remain temporarily satisfied and 
support the existing system; on the other, it forcefully repressed 
labor’s attempts to change the system or to act independently. The 
specific means differed in each nation and over time, but ruling- 
class goals remained the same. 

Chapter 3 concentrates on Mexico as a transition between pre- 
and post-1930 patterns. There, the 1910 Revolution cut short 
trends that appeared after 1850 and initiated others that emerged 
elsewhere only after 1930. Chapter 4 examines labor and populism 
in Argentina under General Juan D. Perón (1943-1955) and in 
Brazil during the regimes of Getúlio Vargas (1930-1954) and 
Joao Goulart (1961-1964). Labor and revolution in Bolivia and 
Cuba are the topics of Chapter 5. Chapter 6 turns to the inter- 
national arena by tracing relationships between national labor 
movements and imperialist agencies. 


A number of crucial concepts need definition. The term North 
America refers to the United States, Latin America means all the 
Latin countries to the south. Communist or Socialist indicates 
either a specific political party or identifies one of its members. 
The terms reformist, progressive, and revolutionary correspond to 
specific political attitudes. Reformists wish to change a given 
system by using mechanisms sanctioned by that system while re- 
taining its, basic features. Under capitalism, that means preserving 
private property and the corresponding legal system. Progressives 
call for more substantive changes by means that may or may not 
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involve a restructuring of society. Progressives, however, may 
sharpen contradictions, thus increasing the potential for change. 
For example, they may advocate nationalization of specific sectors 
of the economy, severe restrictions on foreign capital, or significant 
income redistribution. These measures are not revolutionary in 
themselves, but they can induce conflict between interest groups 
such as labor and the national or international ruling class. These 
conflicts, in turn, can lead to situations that mobilize or radicalize 
sectors of society or that place radical solutions on the national 
political agenda. Revolutionaries, in contrast, expressly aim to 
overthrow the existing system of property and power relationships, 
using a variety of means, including armed struggle. They may see 
that overthrow as an immediate or a long-range possibility, but it 
always constitutes their final goal. 


This analysis assumes a two-class schema incorporating the 
ruling and the working classes. However, neither class is monolithic. 
The ruling class owns and controls the means of production. It 
monopolizes power in the industrial, agricultural, and financial 
spheres. Its members usually run the society’s principal institutions, 
such as the church, the administrative apparatus, the military, and 
the judiciary. Those who actually hold office may not be members 
of the ruling class, but they act as its representatives. The ruling 
class thinks of itself as a group, but its members do not act always 
in concert. Subgroups based on specific interests, such as industry, 
agriculture, or ties to international capital, may oppose each other 
or even forge temporary cross-class alliances to bolster their own 
position. Thus constant tensions arise between segments of the 
ruling class. In this context, the term ruling elite refers to that 
fraction of the ruling class or its representatives that holds power 
at the particular time. The term bourgeoisie, national or inter- 
national, is interchangeable with the term ruling class. 

Identifiable subgroups also exist within the working class. Indus- 
trial and agricultural workers, for example, at times adopt different 
short-range aims; employed and unemployed people may also 
perceive divergent goals; white- and blue-collar workers fre- 
quently see their interests as contrary; and workers in different 
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sectors of the economy, such as those tied to domestic capital 
and those linked to foreign investment, may take opposite sides 
on issues of national or labor policy. 

The terms middle groups and middle sectors mean white-collar 
and professional workers as distinguished from blue-collar workers. 
Members of the middle groups include students, government em- 
ployees, lawyers, doctors, and office workers. Finally, in order to 
avoid repetition, the term movement refers to organized labor as a 
whole, as does the generic term labor. 

Any short history of organized labor obviously has limitations. 
Areas such as Central America, Colombia, Ecuador, and Uruguay 
are largely neglected here. Their exclusion, due in part to the 
paucity of available material, does not indicate that their historical 
experiences lie outside patterns found elsewhere. On the contrary, 
they fully share a common heritage and present. The original 
manuscript of this study included the examples of the Chilean 
Popular Front (1936-1948) in the examination of populism 
and the Guatemalan experience (1944-1954) as a part of the 
discussion of labor and revolution. Unfortunately, considerations 
of space caused their deletion. The chapter on populism might 
have included studies of labor under Acción Democrática in 
Venezuela or APRA in Peru as instances of conservative, reformist 
populism. The recent case of the Chilean Unidad Popular govern- 
ment (1970-1973), which received massive working-class support, 
might have served as another example of radical populism. Finally, 
rural labor lies mostly outside this treatment despite its importance 
in working-class history. 

Other major topics are touched on only briefly. For example, 
the questions of tactics, internal union organization, and working- 
class culture are not discussed in detail. Instead, this book 
focuses on labor as an actor upon the national scene and on inter- 
actions between the working class and the national and inter- 
national ruling classes. As in any synthesis, there are exceptions 
to the generalizations presented. Some of my hypotheses derive 
from fragmentary sources, and future studies will surely modify 
them. 

A number of general themes and conclusions emerge from this 
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study. Local conditions hinder the development of underdeveloped 
areas. Within the world capitalist economy, these areas are condi- 
tioned by the development and expansion or contraction of the 
developed areas. International capitalism limits the range of 
possibilities open to underdeveloped areas because the ruling class 
controls vital factors, such as access to export markets, the price 
and supply of manufactures and technology, the availability of 
capital for direct and indirect investment, and the conditions under 
which such capital is or is not forthcoming.* 

These pages explore one dimension of this dependency by 
examining relationships between the international economy and 
ruling class, the domestic ruling classes or elites, and labor. The 
first two mightily influence labor’s evolution. The growth of export 
economies after 1880, the temporary restoration of prosperity 
in the 1920s, the Great Depression, World War II, and the postwar 
recovery after 1945 under U.S. hegemony all shaped national labor 
movements in similar ways. Each period also conditioned the 
composition of local ruling classes. By opening opportunities or 
limiting options available to ruling elites to accomplish their 
goals, these stages affected the interaction between labor and the 
ruling class. Local bourgeoisies responded to each circumstance 
according to their own internal dynamics, in turn a product of their 
relative cohesion and their sense of threat from external and 
internal forces. In the nineteenth century, ruling classes almost 
universally refused to accept the existence of organized labor as 
a national power factor. Their tolerance, however, depended not 
only upon labor’s ability to oppose them but also upon the degree 
to which they perceived labor as a threat. In Argentina, agrarian 
elites felt less threatened by urban labor than did agrarian- 
industrial elements in Brazil. As a result, the Argentine state 
pursued a less repressive policy toward labor than did its Brazilian 
counterpart. 

Economic cycles also conditioned labor’s evolution by opening 
or closing opportunities for workers. Dependency both helped and 
hindered the growth of working-class organizations and affected 
their ability to act. The existence of economies based on the 
export of a single product, for example, enhanced labor’s possi- 
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bilities of attacking the system by concentrating efforts in the 
export sectors. The beginning of industrial development raised 
the demand for skilled labor, and that demand aided organization 
because skilled workers were harder to replace. 

External factors influenced Latin American labor in other ways. 
The movement adopted foreign ideologies. Anarchism, syndical- 
ism, communism, and parliamentary socialism, for example, all 
originated in Europe. Only a local variant of populism, which 
emerged in the 1930s and 1940s, can be called distinctive. Never- 
theless, its appearance also responded to historical events 
produced by outside happenings, specifically the Depression and 
World War II. Labor legislation also was modeled on laws passed 
either in Europe or in North America. Finally, after 1945, im- 
perialist agencies sought to mold those Latin American labor 
organizations and political parties that appealed to workers in 
favor of their own policies. 

The argument that outside factors played a crucial role in local 
history does not deny the importance of domestic events. Latin 
American labor history displays a remarkable unity, but significant 
national differences also exist. Nor does the historical process 
unfold at an even pace. Specific configurations determined that 
particular areas vary from dominant patterns. The Mexican 
Revolution of 1910 accelerated labor’s development by temporarily 
shattering ruling-class cohesion. As a result, the co-optive— 
repressive stage began earlier in Mexico than it did in most nations. 
By the 1930s, however, the others “caught up” on the historical 
continuum. The Bolivian Revolution also served as an accelerating 
factor. Events in Bolivia from the 1930s to the 1950s telescoped 
stages that took other nations longer to pass through. As an area 
of backward labor development in 1930, Bolivia experienced a 
rapid growth of working-class activity that was capped by the 1952 
Revolution and its aftermath. 

Finally, a high degree of disunity characterized the movement 
at all times. Labor seldom if ever organized or operated inde- 
pendently; its fortunes have always been tied to political parties 
or power blocs at the national level. Only occasionally has it 
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occupied the center stage. Even in Cuba’s Revolution of 1959, it 
played a supporting rather than a leading role. 

However, the working class never abandoned its struggle. The 
persistence of workers in organizing and fighting to improve their 
lives remains constant throughout Latin American labor history. 
These pages record their struggle for a new and more just society. 
But the impersonality of the written word is painfully clear. Every 
action, every episode, sometimes recorded in a single line, refer- 
ence, or footnote, involved real people, each with hopes, angers, 
and aspirations. They lived that past, and they live this present. It 
is these anonymous human beings who collectively created the 
historical events that follow, and it is they who will create the 
ones to come. 


NOTES 


1 Existing works surveying Latin American labor are Robert J. Alexander, 
Organized Labor in Latin America (New York, 1965); Moisés Poblete 
Troncoso and Ben G. Burnett, The Rise of the Latin American Labor 
Movement (New Haven, Conn., 1960); Victor Alba, Politics and the 
Labor Movement in Latin America (Stanford, Calif., 1969); and Carlos 
Rama, Mouvements ouvriers et socialistes: L’ Amérique Latine: 1492-1936 
(Paris, 1959). Each contains valuable information but is mostly 
descriptive. 

Earlier formulations of these theses appeared in Hobart A. Spalding, Jr., 

“The Parameters of Labor in Hispanic America,” Science & Society 36, no. 

2 (Summer 1972): 202-216; and Kenneth Paul Erickson, Patrick V. Peppe, 

and Hobart A. Spalding, Jr., “Research on the Urban Working Class and 

Organized Labor in Argentina, Brazil, and Chile: What Is Left to Be 

Done?” Latin American Research Review 9, no. 2 (Summer 1974): 115- 

142. 

3 For a discussion of dependency theory and labor, see Kenneth Paul Erickson 
and Patrick V. Peppe, “Dependent Capitalist Development, U.S. Foreign 
Policy, and Repression of the Working Class in Chile and Brazil,” Latin 
American Perspectives 3, no. 1 (Winter 1976): 19-44. 
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THE FORMATIVE PERIOD: FROM THE FIRST 
STEPS TO WORLD WAR I 


The years before World War I constitute the formative period 
for Latin American organized labor. During that period, the 
continent’s first labor organizations were formed and the move- 
ment acquired the basic characteristics that shaped its later course. 
Developments mirrored those in Europe, largely because of the 
links between Latin America and Europe. Increasing integration 
into the world capitalist system through the growth of exports and 
substantial foreign investment consolidated a new stage in Latin 
American socioeconomic evolution and brought capitalist develop- 
ment based on the Old World model. The resulting growth of 
large export-import—oriented urban centers, expansion of the ser- 
vice sector, increase in light manufacturing industries, and 
heightened exploitation of primary products all influenced the 
formation of an ever larger working class. They also created new 
conditions that favored the emergence of working-class organiza- 
tions, just as the initial stages of modern capitalist growth had 
in Europe and North America.? 

Within Latin America, the level of organization varied widely, 
and local circumstances conditioned labor's development. In 
Argentina, Brazil, and Chile, for example, full-scale movements 
appeared that included significant pockets of workers. In Ecuador, 
Venezuela, and Central America, on the other hand, few workers 
managed to organize on a permanent basis. Objective conditions 
did lead workers to seek improvement in their lives through 
collective actions, but with divergent results. 

The qualitative advance represented by collective action emerged 
partly in response to an acceptance of new ideologies of European 
origin. Anarchism, revolutionary syndicalism, socialism, and re- 
formism emerged as the strongest. Liberal political parties and a 
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Catholic social movement also competed for worker allegiance. 
And in some countries, the beginnings of state paternalism further 
confused the situation. 

Starting in the 1840s, a variety of organizations turned their 
attention to working-class problems, and a modern labor movement 
gradually emerged. At first, mutual-aid societies, liberal political 
movements, and utopian experiments were the principal forms of 
organization. Toward the end of the nineteenth century, faced with 
the failure to improve their lot and under the influence of European 
working-class philosophies, workers moved toward more militant 
expressions of their goals and sought more adequate forms through 
which to achieve their aims. By World War I, unions, federations, 
and confederations constituted the predominant working-class 
organizational vehicles. In addition, political parties representing 
workers’ interests formed in several nations. 

Numerically, the movement remained small despite heroic 
struggles. Although conflicting ideologies and state and employer 
opposition hindered working-class organization, some groups within 
the working class succeeded in improving their position. Highly 
skilled railroad workers and typographers, for example, achieved 
real economic gains. The Argentine movement, by far the strongest 
at the time, demonstrated its strength by closing down major urban 
centers through general strikes, and some of its members won sub- 
stantial improvements in both living and working conditions. In 
addition, representatives from worker-oriented political parties won 
local or congressional office in Argentina, Chile, Cuba, and 
Uruguay. Although the vast majority of workers remained un- 
organized, by 1914 an embryonic movement existed throughout 
the continent, and workers in most large cities had taken collective 
action. 


OBJECTIVE CONDITIONS 


Workers throughout Latin America lived and worked under 
miserable conditions. This fact, more than any other, spurred 
people to action. The workday averaged twelve, fourteen, even 
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seventeen hours. Employees in commercial establishments often 
began duty at 5:00 or 6:00 A.M., sometimes serving as watchmen 
by sleeping on the premises. Peruvian miners, for example, worked 
thirty-six hours, rested twelve, and then returned for another 
thirty-six-hour shift. In rural areas, custom dictated that laborers 
toil from sunup to sundown with only short breaks for meals.? 

On the job, employers practiced no industrial hygiene, and 
disease and occupational hazards constantly threatened workers. 
Owners scarcely took safety precautions and considered accidents 
the responsibility of the workers. Repressive internal regulations 
governed most factories. In Buenos Aires, for example, any worker 
who arrived ten minutes late lost a quarter-day’s pay; unacceptable 
work had to be paid for; protest resulted in dismissal; factories 
set salaries fifteen days after initial employment; and workers could 
not talk, smoke, wash, or change clothes before the quitting bell. 
Infractions resulted in fines, some owners subjected employees to 
corporal punishments, and male supervisors often sexually ex- 
ploited women.? 

Living conditions matched working conditions. Industry tended 
to locate in large urban areas. The concentration of people and the 
increasing value of urban real estate drove rents steadily upward. 
More people crowded into less space, paying higher sums for 
small accommodations. One source cites that slum rents rose an 
average of 14 percent annually in downtown Buenos Aires be- 
tween 1890 and 1912. Dwellings called cortigos (literally, “bee- 
hives”) in Sáo Paulo and conventillos in Montevideo and Buenos 
Aires housed a large proportion of the working class that lived 
near city centers. Single structures covered entire blocks, and whole 
families crowded into the small rooms, many of them windowless, 
that honeycombed these buildings. In Sáo Paulo, four to six persons 
occupied each room, and the average living space measured ten by 
eighteen by ten feet; even so, Brazilian workers enjoyed slightly 
more space than their Argentine counterparts. In most slum 
housing, a central water supply and bathroom served all inhabi- 
tants, and Draconian internal regulations matched those posted 
in factories. As workers gradually moved to the suburbs, a devel- 
opment greatly facilitated by the advent of the tramway, slums 
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grew around core cities. Shacks made of wattle and daub, often 
with sheet metal roofing, surrounded many cities. Living conditions 
in these newer slums often resembled those of downtown areas.* 

In the countryside, industrial and mining companies sometimes 
provided housing. At one time considered an obligation, although 
also attracting workers, company towns became another source 
of profit. Under the guise of caring for workers, a firm would build 
houses and then rent them at nominal rates. In the long run, the 
company secured a return on its capital, promoted a positive image, 
and assured itself of a docile labor force because workers lost their 
required down payments if fired. Company housing in isolated 
areas around mining camps and textile mills also provided manage- 
ment with a lever against workers considered troublesome. In 
Mexico, for example, fired workers had to vacate their houses on 
the same day that they were dismissed. As one observer said, in 
Brazil, “few are the industrialists who concern themselves with 
the problem of workers’ houses. Of these none does so in a 
humanitarian or altruistic spirit.”® 

The average worker’s financial status mirrored his or her living 
and working situation. Constant inflation marked these years, 
generally accelerating during the final decades of the nineteenth 
century as the economic tempo across the continent quickened. 
Wage levels steadily lagged behind prices. One study concluded 
that because of the steady inflation in Chile it is “doubtful if real 
wages rose,” while in Brazil there might have been a small rise in 
money wages during the last half of the nineteenth century. 
Another study found that real wages in Mexico declined by some 
57 percent between 1876 and 1910. Data for Argentina indicate 
that the average unskilled worker probably received the same 
real wages in 1914 as in 1890.6 Available evidence thus suggests 
little, if any, improvement in the real economic situation of the 
working class as a whole, although wide variations existed within 
each country and special groups, such as the highly skilled, im- 
proved their financial position over the years. 

Workers faced additional difficulties. Often they were paid 
irregularly and sometimes not at all. In isolated workplaces such 
as the mines in northern Chile, Mexican textile communities, or 
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sugar estates.in Argentina and Peru, company stores monopolized 
commerce. To conserve cash and enhance profits, companies often 
paid salaries in scrip that could either be spent at the store or 
exchanged for real money at a substantial loss. Company stores also 
extended credit at high interest, thus keeping workers perpetually 
in debt and binding them to their jobs. A 1912 congressional in- 
vestigative committee report in Chile cited a mining office that 
paid 75 percent of its salaries in scrip and noted that the company 
made about 15 percent on its investment in the store. Companies 
further exploited workers by deducting from their pay fees for 
services such as infirmaries or a doctor, even when those services 
did not exist, and foremen could fine workers arbitrarily for a 
variety of reasons.” 

Workers faced still other uncertainties. Contracts, particularly 
in rural areas, often consisted of verbal agreements, which were 
easy to break or change. Illiterates signed papers they could not 
read. When a surplus of labor existed, a company might fire every- 
body and hire others at lower pay. Many men worked on a day-to- 
day basis. On the docks, jobs depended upon the amount of cargo 
to load and unload; in the construction trades, straw bosses selected 
gangs from a daily shape-up. Seasonal factors complicated the 
economic cycle. Rural workers often spent several idle months 
after the harvest, some commuting between city and countryside 
in search of supplementary employment.*? The legal system favored 
employers. Police usually sided automatically with bosses. Under 
vagrancy laws passed in several areas, unemployed persons could 
be rounded up and carted off to work. In some areas, virtual slavery 
still existed. One particularly flagrant case surfaced in Mexico, 
where rural landowners found it cheaper to starve workers to 
death and replace them rather than pay the cost of food.® 


WORKING-CLASS IDEOLOGIES 


During the 1870s and 1880s, a growing acceptance of new and 
more militant ideologies led to the emergence of a modern labor 
movement. These doctrines, adopted from Europe but at times 
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molded to local circumstances, served as guides for workers seeking 
to improve their lives. Before 1870, names and labels meant little. 
But as ideological lines hardened in both Europe and Latin 
America, workers deepened their knowledge of existing theory 
and intensified the search for a solution to daily problems. Accord- 
ingly, descriptive titles assumed more concrete meaning and 
reflected increasingly systematic stances on the part of individuals 
and organizations. 

Movement activists and ideologues agreed that the owners of 
the means of production (the capitalists) exploited workers, but 
they favored differing solutions to end this relationship. In all, 
three ideological currents most influenced working-class move- 
ments: Socialism, revolutionary syndicalism or anarchosyndicalism, 
and anarchism or anarchocommunism. At times, exact differences 
blurred, and both individuals and organizations often combined 
features from more than one ideology. Their principal tenets, 
however, can be summarized by examining their attitudes toward 
the state, labor organization, and tactics. 

Throughout Latin America, the predominant position within 
Socialist groupings closely mirrored that of European Social Demo- 
crats, who made up the right wing of the Socialist movement on 
the Continent. Although this position had not yet abandoned long- 
range goals, such as the socialization of the means of production, 
it stressed immediate gains within the framework of the state as 
it existed. It emphasized changes within the system, holding that 
legal means could satisfactorily reform prevailing socioeconomic 
patterns as a first step toward more radical changes. Socialists thus 
particularly urged electoral organization. They held that all activity 
should be directed through a legal political party to which unions 
were subordinate. They believed that peaceful protest could achieve 
socialism’s short-range goals and generally shunned violent con- 
frontation, preferring to use constitutional guarantees, the right of 
assembly, and petitions. Socialists supported unlawful acts or 
general strikes only in extreme situations, and then they generally 
called for limited participation. 

Anarchosyndicalists or revolutionary syndicalists saw the indus- 
trial proletariat and the bourgeois state and ruling class locked 
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in a perpetual antagonism within which no compromise was 
possible. Rather than reform the system, they aspired to take over 
and then transform the state. They held that only coordinated 
efforts of unions of wage earners working together to undermine 
and then destroy the economic power of the capitalists, who con- 
trolled the state, could achieve this end. They claimed that the 
general strike constituted the proletariat’s principal weapon. Wage 
earners, organized into a cohesive block operating through a central 
organization, the Federation of Syndics, would plan joint action. 
After uniting all workers, this body would proclaim the final 
general strike to paralyze the economy, bankrupt the capitalists, 
and take over the means of production. The workers would then 
control the state, the federation would form the governing body, 
and the wage-earning population would become the collective 
ruling and property-owning group. In reality, however, most 
syndicalists eventually came to recognize the state’s immediate 
power. As a result, they sometimes called short-term strikes for 
local or limited demands that they believed would build the move- 
ment for the future. 

Anarchocommunists rejected any concepts of a state and of 
private property. They, too, agreed that organized groups of 
workers should band together for self-defense, but they projected 
a loose federation of unions that would allow both individuals and 
organizations substantial freedom. The ultimate goals of this brand 
of anarchism were the destruction of the state and its replacement 
by a society in which small groups of individuals made basic 
decisions. Like syndicalists, they believed that only an unlimited, 
spontaneous general strike could eliminate the state; but they, too, 
sometimes limited the duration of a particular action. In addition, 
they believed that the existing state held power by force and 
therefore illegitimately; thus violence or lawbreaking constituted a 
just and moral retaliation against repressive mechanisms. 

Independent and reformist groups also existed. The former re- 
fused to endorse any ideology; the latter sought only immediate 
improvements for workers. 

In daily concrete actions, groups did not always behave con- 
sistently with their stated ideologies. Conflicts between differing 
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points of view led to compromises, as did the realities of specific 
situations. The rank and file did not always grasp the intellectual 
nuances of a particular doctrine, and so theory sometimes became 
less important than the workers’ immediate perceptions of existing 
reality. 


THE SPREAD OF IDEAS 


Several circumstances aided the spread ofideas. Foreign immi- 
grants played a major role in the process. In all, just under 10 
million persons emigrated to Latin America before World War I; 
almost 8 million of them went to Argentina and Brazil, which 
actively encouraged immigrants. They generally settled in urban 
zones, although many farmed or worked on the land. Foreign-born 
men and women made up more than 50 percent of the population 
over eighteen in Buenos Aires by 1900, and in that city and in Sao 
Paulo foreigners constituted two-thirds of the industrial work force. 
Liberal immigration laws allowed Europeans fleeing political 
persecution to settle in Latin America. Groups of German Social- 
ists escaping Bismarck’s anti-Socialist laws and ex-Communards 
from France emigrated to Argentina, Brazil, and Chile.!° 

By far the largest number of immigrants came from Italy and 
Spain, and anarchism’s strong roots in both those countries partly 
account for its strength throughout Latin America. The majority 
from these two nations settled in the Platine basin and southern 
Brazil, but they also made notable contributions elsewhere. Be- 
tween 1895 and 1912, some 30,000 skilled workmen emigrated to 
Chile from Spain and northern Italy. Spaniards also influenced 
the development of the Cuban movement along anarchist lines. 
Even in areas that did not attract massive immigration, foreigners 
greatly aided working-class organization. They played important 
roles in both Paraguay and Mexico, while Austro-Hungarians, Jews, 
Poles, and Russians also took part in the movement, particularly 
in Argentina.!! The overall importance of foreigners is hard to 
measure. A student of Brazilian labor, however, recently calculated 
that of 119 significant leaders active between 1890 and 1920, 67 
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percent were foreign-born. A partial listing of workers’ groups in 
Argentina and Brazil at the turn of the century supplies another 
indication of the breadth and scope of foreign participation; eight 
distinct nationality groups took part in these organizations.*? 

Latin Americans who traveled to Europe absorbed the ideas and 
tactics of the European left and thus also contributed to the dis- 
semination of ideology. Camilo Arraga returned to Mexico with a 
considerable library; Luis Emilio Recabarren, a Chilean, and 
Juan B. Justo, an Argentine Socialist leader, both sharpened their 
thinking while on European trips. Foreign residents and visitors 
also helped build working-class movements and raise workers’ 
consciousness. Enrico Malatesta and Pietro Gori, reknowned Italian 
anarchists, traveled to Latin America. Malatesta spent four years 
in Argentina, aiding in the formation of anarchist groups and 
writing extensively. Gori, as part of a world tour, gave speeches 
and talked to workers in Argentina, Chile, and Paraguay. Perma- 
nent residents such as Rafael Barrett, Bartolomé Victory Suarez, 
and German Ave Lallemant in the Platine basin also contributed 
to the intellectual formation of the working class and to organiz- 
ing activities. 

But not all influential foreigners came from Europe. A delegate 
from the American Brotherhood of Railwaymen visited Argentina 
and Chile in 1887, aiding in the formation of railway unions. 
Similarly, North Americans employed by Mexican railroads shared 
their experiences and ideas with fellow workers. 

The steady growth of internal communications aided the circula- 
tion of people and ideas. Railroads expanded rapidly after 1880, 
linking urban centers and in some cases crossing national bound- 
aries. At the same time, coastal and river trade increased, adding 
another means by which workers could travel to propagandize. 
These developments meant that news reached more people, in- 
spiring some to act by example, and it facilitated the nationwide 
coordination of workers’ actions. 

An expanding working-class press also helped ideas and news 
spread. European Socialist and anarchist newspapers circulated 
throughout Latin America, and hundreds of local publications 
printed theoretical articles and accounts of events at home and 
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abroad. A foreign-language press flourished in centers of immigra- 
tion, and several newspapers published multilingual editions. In 
1896, O Socialista, a Sao Paulo Socialist paper, printed articles in 
German, Italian, Portuguese, and Spanish. The anarchist daily 
La Protesta of Buenos Aires ran articles for a time in both Yiddish 
and Spanish and published pieces in Italian.** 

Most radical periodicals had a precarious and often brief exist- 
ence, but some achieved a circulation of 3,000 to 4,000. The 
Buenos Aires Socialist daily La Vanguardia claimed a press run 
of 50,000 copies for a special May Day isStie.> Despite severe 
handicaps, such as lack of money and government censorship, many 
periodicals survived. La Vanguardia (founded in 1894), La 
Protesta (1897), and Avanti! (1900) continued publishing until 
well after 1914. Most working-class papers ran a wide variety of 
articles by local participants and extensive translations of articles 
and books from abroad. A number of European publishing houses 
distributed books and pamphlets throughout Latin America, often 
in inexpensive popular editions, and local presses issued books 
and pamphlets.** 

Although much of the pamphlet literature has been destroyed 
or lost, surviving collections give some idea of its scope. In Buenos 
Aires, the continent’s leading publishing center, anarchist literature 
alone amounted to several hundred titles by Latin Americans and 
foreigners, often issued in several editions of up to 10,000 copies 
each. They included theoretical discussions, plays, speeches, 
almanacs, and translations of classic works. The writings of all 
leading theoreticians, including Marx and Engels, Bakunin, and 
Kropotkin, circulated widely, as evidenced by Spanish-language 
versions published in Buenos Aires.?” 

At the same time, a gradual rise in literacy meant that more 
workers had access to these publications. Although as much as 
80 percent of the Mexican and Brazilian populations could not 
read or write, urban areas and immigrant centers boasted much 
higher literacy rates. In Sao Paulo, for example, literacy in 1887 
stood at 45 percent overall, but over half the foreign population 
could read and write. Literacy rates for all of Argentina reached 
63 percent by 1914, but in Buenos Aires, it rose from 60.5 percent 
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in 1887 to 82.2 percent in 1914. Moreover, workers who could 
not read learned from their comrades during family gatherings, 
café conversations, social outings, union meetings, or in jail.** 


GENERAL CONDITIONS FAVORING LABOR ORGANIZATION 


A number of factors favored the development of labor organiza- 
tions. The growth of a large-scale export trade and the influx of 
foreign investment linked Latin America to the international econ- 
omy in new ways after 1880. Argentina and Uruguay sent meat, 
grains, hides, and wool to Europe; Brazil expanded its coffee ex- 
ports; Chile and Mexico stepped up mineral production for sale 
abroad; and Cuba emerged as the world’s tobacco and cane sugar 
capital. Modernization of transport systems, ports, and commercial- 
financial centers accompanied this process. Capital cities and 
leading provincial centers grew in size, and industry developed 
along with consumer demand. Imports of manufactured products, 
technology, and capital from Europe completed Latin America’s 
economic interchange. The quickened pace of economic activity, 
in turn, generated specific conditions that aided workers once they 
decided on collective action to improve their lives. Almost withqut 
exception, worker militancy and the level of working-class organi- 
zation reached their highest points in those nations that experienced 
the greatest jump in economic activity as measured by the growth 
of export-import indexes and foreign investment. 

The slow, steady growth of light industry and the transport 
sector aided possibilities for organization in a number of ways. 
The number of industrial workers increased, and larger factories 
presented a chance to organize more persons at a time. The need 
for skilled workers as production became more mechanized meant 
that owners found it harder to recruit and replace key workers. 
Mechanization also bred an interdependency among workers that 
could form a basis for collective action. Industrialization placed 
economic pressures on artisans who manufactured products largely 
by hand in their own shops. Moreover, these artisans usually could 
read and write and often possessed a tradition of independent 
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action. Many movement militants, mostly anarchists or anarcho- 
syndicalists, came from an artisanal background. And last, ex- 
panded transportation systems allowed workers to travel across 
the land to neighboring cities or other countries. 

Constant population growth and increasing urbanization reflected 
in industrial expansion and a rise in the number of white-collar 
jobs. As previously noted, in several countries immigrants ac- 
counted for a proportion of the demographic expansion and played 
an important role in labor organizing. Foreign workers constituted 
a majority of the industrial proletariat in Argentina, Brazil, and 
Uruguay and usually occupied a large percentage of positions 
requiring higher skills. Although at times vulnerable to deporta- 
tion, immigrant workers often proved less malleable than nationals 
because Of their prior exposure to collective action and their 
previous work experiences. Working-class neighborhoods, some- 
times based on nationality, provided excellent conditions for build- 
ing solidarity around personal relationships. In rural areas, closed 
and isolated communities such as mining camps or villages huddled 
next to textile mills offered comparable opportunities. There men 
toiled together, wives met while shopping or washing, and families 
frequently gathered on social occasions. 

Economic dependence on exports that generated money for 
needed imports also opened possibilities for effective organization 
and action. Most governments relied heavily on customs taxes. 
Any stoppage in foreign trade struck a hard blow at ruling groups. 
In such situations, two courses remained open: either to crush 
strikes before they gained momentum or to secure labor peace 
quickly through concessions. Several factors aided labor in this 
situation. Many export items—wheat, for example—needed rela- 
tively quick shipment lest they spoil, and idle ships or empty rail 
cars cost exporters money every day. Moreover, many workers in 
the export-import—related industries tended to be highly skilled 
and hard to replace. Working conditions in this sector also favored 
organizational growth; dockers and railroad men, for example, 
worked in teams. The tough, dangerous process of unloading and 
loading ships, in which loose cargo, a carelessly balanced load, or 
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a poorly tied knot could result in serious accident, led dockers to 
form affinity groups. Workers on the production end of the export 
process also depended on one another. In the mines, for example, 
badly placed explosives or failure to watch for cave-ins or lack 
of air in tunnels could spell the difference between life and death. 
As a result, mutual trust among open-pit and underground workers 
became a necessity. 

In general, the economic vulnerability of individual employers 
helped successful .organizing. Marginal workshops or factories 
could survive only brief closings when struck, and most establish- 
ments at the time were marginal. Brazilian construction workers, 
for example, were among the first to win their demands in that 
country. Small contractors hired people for jobs with specific 
termination dates. Therefore, any stoppage threatened quick bank- 
ruptcy because contractors paid heavy penalties for delays. Thus 
they often soon granted improvements in order to get workers back 
on the job.** 

Less tangible factors also provided a basis for organization. 
Notions of national identity occasionally served as grounds for 
solidarity. Cubans, for example, organized to gain access to the 
jobs in the tobacco industry that were reserved for Spaniards. 
Wage differentials and job discrimination in favor of foreigners lay 
behind several strikes in Mexico in the mining and railroad 
industries.*° 

Foreign exploitation often served as a rallying point for 
workers. Chilean miners and Mexican textile workers singled out 
foreign-owned factories and stores as particular targets for their 
wrath. Xenophobia on the part of ruling elites sometimes made it 
easier for workers to act. Strikes against foreign companies at 
times elicited less immediate and less repressive government actions 
than those involving local firms. The Argentine government, for 
example, did not immediately move against the so-called Great 
Strike of 1912 against British-owned railroads. Popular clamor 
in the face of the companies’ arrogance in defying the law led the 
government to mediate a settlement by which some workers gained 
economic concessions and other demands.?! 


14 ORGANIZED LABOR IN LATIN AMERICA 


GENERAL CONDITIONS RETARDING LABOR ORGANIZATION 


Workers faced numerous obstacles in the struggle to organize. 
Established law and custom often precluded labor organizations. 
Of necessity, the movement first formed outside existing legal 
frameworks. As one participant said, “We were not against the 
law, the law was against us.”?? Backed by the law, states curbed 
disruptions of social peace or the economy with force, and the 
workers had few defenses. den 

Sometimes, low levels of consciousness hindered organizational 
efforts. With some exceptions, workers knew little about their 
rights or about ways to better their lives. A strong tradition of 
paternalism only gradually eroded, even in industrial settings. In 
some areas (Brazilian textile mills, for example) hard-to-organize 
groups such as minors and women constituted a substantial pro- 
portion of the labor force. Even among the immigrant population, 
workers remained relatively unmilitant. As a result, a highly vocal 
minority rather than the mass of workers carried forward the 
movement.?3 

Furthermore, ideological splits weakened actions by workers. 
Internal conflicts between anarchists, syndicalists, and socialists 
doomed many organizations or divided workers in the same factory 
or trade into smaller and therefore weaker groups. The existence 
of rival organizations that often refused to support each other or 
spent energy combating one another further tended to reduce the 
movement’s overall impact. 

The workers’ precarious economic situation also circumscribed 
their ability to act. Most people lived on the brink of starvation 
and could not afford union dues or save for payless days during 
strikes or lockouts. Thus strikes that were not immediately re- 
pressed usually lasted only a few days. In addition, most urban 
areas had a pool of hungry, able-bodied people, a situation that 
allowed owners to replace strikers or organizers almost at will 
except when they required skilled operatives. 

Lastly, nationality differences worked against the movement as 
well as for it. Although ethnic affinity led at times to solidarity, it 
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also served as a wedge that employers could exploit. Newcomers 
often accepted low wages, and owners used them to replace 
workers receiving higher pay rates. Persons of a particular nation- 
ality tended to form work gangs, and bosses hired their com- 
patriots. At times, tensions between rivals looking for work erupted 
into pitched battles in which nationals were usually pitted against 
immigrants. Antagonisms also stemmed from differences in lan- 
guage, customs, and work attitudes and from prevailing social 
bigotry that assigned inferior status to specific immigrant groups.?* 


ORGANIZATION 
The First Steps 


The first organized activity by workers took place in mutual-aid 
societies, liberal political parties, and utopian experiments. All 
three proved abortive as permanent forms of working-class activity, 
and by the last decades of the nineteenth century, unions sup- 
planted them as focal points for collective action. Nonetheless, 
they provided many workers with important organizational ex- 
periences and sowed intellectual seeds that later bore fruit under 
the impact of more militant working-class ideologies. 

Mutual-aid societies initially appeared shortly before 1850 and 
by the end of the century had spread throughout the continent. 
Artisans composed a majority of their membership, but most 
admitted owners of artisanal shops, and some even included a 
substantial representation of factory owners and professionals. 
In many cases, the societies provided owners with a means to 
regulate entry into a trade and paternalistic control over workers. 
The statutes of one mutual-aid society stated that its purpose was 
to “watch over the conduct, morality, and interests of the trade; 
land] establish rules of organization and hierarchy among its 
members.”?" In general, the aims of the societies remained limited. 
In return for a monthly payment, members received accident, sick- 
ness, and death benefits when needed. At times, societies ran 
employment centers and schools for workers or their children. 
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Others offered savings plans, lent money at reasonable rates, and 
established cooperatives.?® 

The vast majority of societies functioned as isolated entities in 
determined geographic areas. Often they accepted members from 
only one work center. Others limited membership to persons of 
specific nationalities. In Paraguay, for example, 11 societies in 
1887 represented seven different nationalities; a similar situation 
existed in Sáo Paulo; and in Cuba organizations divided along 
both national and racial lines. The largest. mutualities attracted 
several hundred members, with the most extensive networks devel- 
oping in Chile and Mexico. In Chile, 269 functioned by 1910, and 
a loose national confederation of societies was formed.? 

A scattering of societies took more aggressive positions, usually 
under the influence of anarchists following in the tradition of the 
Frenchman Pierre Joseph Proudhon. Before the Mexican Gran 
Círculo de Obreros was taken over by Juárez Liberals in the 
1870s, it pledged itself to the “struggle for the complete emancipa- 
tion of the working class . . . to be conducted by the workers them- 
selves, using as their ultimate weapon the social revolution.” In 
1882, this same organization, which endorsed a Liberal program 
at its 1876 convention, claimed over 50,236 active members in 
more than a hundred affiliated associations across the nation.* 

Liberal politicians and intellectuals and, occasionally, Liberal 
governments aided future organizations by spreading progressive 
European ideas and by founding a variety of entities that in- 
corporated workers. The general Liberal attack against entrenched 
Conservatives in the late nineteenth century often included limited 
acceptance of social movements and social programs. Brazilian 
abolitionists sometimes advocated measures to improve free- 
workers’ rights. The Chilean Generation of 1842 and its successors 
formed a series of clubs at which many workers heard lectures and 
readings on egalitarian concepts. In Mexico, the followers of 
Benito Juarez actively encouraged artisans’ societies and advocated 
some workers’ rights. Similarly, in Bolivia and Paraguay, 
nineteenth-century Liberal governments subsidized mutual-aid 
societiesiós = l 

Workers also experimented with alternative life-styles by found- 
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ing a variety of utopian communities. Between 1840 and 1870, 
there were unsuccessful attempts in Brazil, Chile, and Mexico to 
form colonies on the model proposed by the Frenchman Charles 
Fourier. A group of European immigrants led by the Italian 
anarchist Giovanni Rossi established a communistic settlement in 
Brazil on government-donated land. After struggling for nearly five 
years, the colony disappeared in 1893, a fate shared by a Cuban 
experiment based on that of the Rochdale pioneers.*% 


Unions, Federations, and Confederations 


Unions, federations, and confederations of unions, political 
parties, and temporary community-action groups constituted the 
principal types of working-class organization after 1870. The eco- 
nomic and social changes of the late nineteenth century, easier 
access to militant working-class ideologies, and the failure of 
previous forms of organization to improve their lives significantly 
led more and more workers to seek new forms of struggle. 
Gradually, the first modern unions formed, and a labor movement 
appeared that spread over entire nations and, eventually, the whole 
continent. This process took place unevenly. In Central America 
and Venezuela, there were only a few signs of workers’ activity 
during these years. But in Argentina, Brazil, Chile, and Uruguay, 
organization reached a relatively high level of expression. 

Unions, federations, and confederations formed in almost every 
country, but their effectiveness, longevity, and character varied. 
Most tended to be small, ephemeral groupings confined to a 
particular trade or workplace. In some areas, however, strong 
national networks developed; in other areas, unions in similar 
trades or representing geographic regions formed confederations. 

The Federación Obrera Regional Argentina (FORA) developed 
into the largest and most important federation in all Latin 
America, but it still could not rally the majority of unions or 
workers in Argentina. Its history illustrates the problems faced by 
the movement everywhere. Between 1890 and 1901, four attempts 
to build a central organization failed. In 1901, yet another effort 
resulted in a new entity, which soon became the FORA. Anarchists 
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captured a majority at the organization’s congress in 1902, and 
independents and Socialists withdrew and founded a rival federa- 
tion that combined Socialist and syndicalist unions. This grouping 
lasted until 1906, when it dissolved following disagreements be- 
tween the two political positions. Syndicalists then fashioned a 
separate labor body that convened a series of unification meetings 
with the FORA. The two organizations momentarily fused on the 
eve of the Great War, but the unity soon collapsed in the face of 
renewed factional disputes.34 

Other attempts to form a single central federation proved less 
successful. In Uruguay, following a decade of inactivity, the move- 
ment revived after 1896. The Federación Obrera Regional 
Uruguaya (FORU), with anarchosyndicalist tendencies, vied with a 
Socialist entity. As in Argentina, many unions remained unaffiliated 
with either federation. The FORU attained less influence than its 
Argentine counterpart and by 1911 no longer represented an im- 
portant force within the then flagging movement. Similarly, a 
Paraguayan federation founded in 1906 lasted only a few years; 
and the Brazilian Confederação Operária Brasileira (COB), 
formed in the same year with member unions drawn from the main 
cities, never achieved a level of effectiveness comparable to that 
of the FORA. In Chile, despite at least five attempts, no single 
federation emerged until just before World War I, and sporadic 
efforts to establish a national federation in Mexico failed to 
bear fruit.32 

Uniting workers in a particular trade or on a regional basis 
proved a simpler task. A number of such groupings operated with 
mixed results; the strongest appeared among port workers, rail- 
roaders, and typographers, trades demanding a relatively high 
level of skill. As early as 1892, an International Maritime League 
boasted branches in Chilean and Peruvian Pacific ports. The 
Argentine dockers’ federation, which joined unions along the entire 
Platine coast, held regional congresses in 1904 and 1906 attended 
by merhbers from twelve Argentine and Uruguayan ports. The same 
organization maintained contacts with Brazilian dockers, and 
union representatives from all three countries signed a solidarity 
pact pledging reciprocal action during strikes.3* 
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Federations of workers in specific trades functioned in other 
areas, too. In Chile, a league of typographers included unions in 
five cities; a breadmakers’ organization listed affiliates from seven 
cities; and a shoemakers’ group claimed members from Santiago 
and Valparaiso. On a provincial level, workers from both Santiago 
and Tarapaca attempted to coordinate activities, and a number of 
provincial federations formed in Argentina.** Finally, confedera- 
tions of tobacco workers, railroad personnel, textile workers, 
typographers, and several artisanal groups existed before 1910 in 
Mexico City and other urban areas of Mexico. 

Agrarian organization remained backward, and conditions in 
rural areas continued to be almost feudal during this period. The 
best-organized movement in the countryside developed in 
Argentina, not coincidentally an area of relatively advanced 
capitalist agriculture. There, tenant farmers’ strikes in Santa Fe 
province in 1912 spread to adjoining areas and, aided by Socialist 
Party organizers, enjoyed some success. However, the goal of 
achieving a permanent, militant agrarian movement eluded orga- 
nizers. Several agrarian leagues formed in Mexico during the 1870s 
and 1880s but did not survive; in addition, anarchists or peasant 
leaders educated by them led a series of rebellions, almost all of 
which quickly succumbed to superior government forces. Coffee 
workers in Brazil and Colombia and laborers on large Peruvian 
sugar estates also protested violently against existing conditions, 
but their actions represented spontaneous outbursts rather than 
serious attempts to form lasting organizations.*° 


Political Parties and Other Forms of Organization 


Anarchosyndicalists and anarchists dominated most unions. Ad- 
herents to these positions consistently maintained that workers 
should not participate in bourgeois politics. Socialists and inde- 
pendents, who endorsed political action within the existing system 
as a means of changing it, usually found themselves outnumbered 
in the union movement. Despite this fact, both Socialists and inde- 
pendents formed unions that played an important role in these 
years. Many Socialists, however, devoted their energies more to 
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building a political party than to unionizing workers. As a result, 
almost all political parties exclusively espousing workers’ causes 
either hewed to a Socialist position or contained a substantial 
membership of that persuasion. 

These parties achieved limited success. A few elected candidates 
to office, but most waged futile electoral campaigns, and many did 
not survive long enough to build an electoral base. In Chile, six 
attempts to found a working-class party brought meager results. 
The Partido Socialista, formed in 1900, soon foundered because of 
ideological conflicts between reformists and revolutionaries. The 
Partido Obrero Socialista (POS), born at Iquique in 1912, had a 
more solid worker base. Its statutes stipulated that members must 
join a union and prohibited electoral alliances with bourgeois 
parties; moreover, it succeeded in electing one of its representatives 
to national office. The Cuban experience mirrored the Chilean. 
Six parties of varying tendencies sprang into existence between 
1898 and 1912; most proved short-lived, but the Partido Socialista 
Obrero successfully ran candidates for town council in Manzanillo 
in 1908 and 1912.36 

Socialists convened two congresses in Brazil between 1892 and 
1902, endorsing a reformist platform echoing European Social 
Democratic views at the second gathering. The party included 
sections from leading urban centers. A number of factors—repres- 
sive conditions, the fact that southern European immigrants who 
made up the majority of the urban proletariat remained more 
attuned to anarchistic ideologies, and the impossibility of reform- 
ist politics within the Brazilian political system, which severely 
limited the right to vote—combined to blunt the party’s effort. As a 
result, socialism never took firm root in the country. The 
Uruguayan party, although never large numerically, elected a 
candidate to the national legislature in 1910 with the help of 
Liberal votes, and it consistently drew sizable electoral support in 
Montevideo and other urban areas.** 

The Argentine Socialist Party proved the strongest, best orga- 
nized, and most effective in Latin America. Shortly after its forma- 
tion in 1896, a moderate, reformist leadership composed mostly 
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of intellectuals with university degrees gained a majority position 
over more radical elements. Initially, the party actively organized 
among the working class, but after splitting with the syndicalists 
in 1906, it de-emphasized this activity. The party’s strength 
centered in the city and province of Buenos Aires, but it drew 
support in other urban areas. In 1904, it succeeded in electing a 
candidate to the Chamber of Deputies and prior to World War I 
won several additional victories in provincial and local elections. 
After the vote was extended and the secret ballot guaranteed in 
1912, Socialists regularly elected candidates to both the Senate 
and the Chamber. The party also continued to win occasional 
provincial and municipal elections.*® 

In Mexico, a group of anti-Diaz dissident intellectuals founded 
the Partido Liberal Mexicano (PLM) in 1905. An outgrowth of 
the network of Liberal clubs that spread across Mexico after 1900, 
it served as a training ground for future revolutionaries and a focal 
point for the dissemination of ideas, winning some influence within 
the embryonic labor movement. The party’s Manifesto of 1906 
clearly outlined a comprehensive sociopolitical program for 
workers, and PLM members, most of them anarchists, worked 
within unions. Persecuted in Mexico by the Diaz regime and in the 
United States, where many of its members took refuge, it managed 
to survive, and its newspaper, Regeneración, which appeared ir- 
regularly as a result of political pressures, became an important 
forum for movement news and ideas.*® 

Most working-class people did not belong to any group or 
organization. However, when latent antagonisms between working 
and ruling classes exploded, they formed temporary organiza- 
tions to deal with their immediate problems. In Santiago, ad hoc 
committees demanded a series of measures to lower the steadily 
rising cost of living in 1905, only to meet with violence when the 
government tried to prevent mass rallies. The 1907 Buenos Aires 
rent strikes provide another example of temporary organization. 
Increases in slum rents led to the formation of strike committees 
throughout the city; some 10 percent of the population—over 
100,000 people—joined the action. Violence erupted here, too, 
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when police harassed meetings and landlords forcefully evicted 
those withholding payment. Strikers won temporary triumphs in 
many cases, but because of insufficient housing, rents again spiraled 
upward shortly thereafter.* 


THE MOVEMENT’S SIZE AND SCOPE 


Organized labor grew numerically and spread to new geographic 
areas throughout this period. In places wheré“activity lagged, only 
a few thousand workers participated. In other areas, 10 percent of 
the urban labor force may have joined some organization. In 
Argentina, the scene of this period’s most intense struggles, as 
many as one out of every four urban workers took part in some 
form of collective effort. The movement also spread from larger 
cities to provincial towns and, to a far lesser extent, penetrated 
the countryside. 

In Chile, labor activity indicates a steady growth in participation 
by workers. Between 1884 and 1889, some 60 strikes or actions 
occurred; in the next decade, over 300 strikes erupted. From 
1870 to 1890, the number of workers’ organizations grew from 
thirteen to seventy-six, although most incorporated only a few 
people. In the north, the mancomunales, a mixture of mutual-aid 
society and union, claimed as many as 6,000 members, and a 1902 
congress said that it represented 20,000 workers. On the other 
hand, government statistics for 1908 show an average of only 62 
persons per strike, implying a restricted mass base and probably 
indicating that activity remained confined to local actions in a 
single trade or workplace. Official figures, however, do not include 
secondary movements or general strikes. Action in mining areas, 
ports, or urban centers drew substantial support once started. 
Spontaneity proved to be one of the Chilean movement’s charac- 
teristics, and strikes spread like brush fires through whole areas 
with little or no apparent preplanning.*! 

In Brazil, industrial centers such as Sáo Paulo and Rio de 
Janeiro and ports such as Santos became movement focal points. 
By 1914, seventy-four unions had formed in São Paulo state, and 
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at least 143 strikes had been called. Labor’s largest actions, such 
as generalized strikes in Sao Paulo in 1906, 1907, and 1912 and 
the Rio textile strike in 1903, mobilized tens of thousands of 
workers, but individual organizations remained relatively small. 
The 1906 workers’ congress attracted representatives from fewer 
than fifty unions; a 1912 congress attracted representatives from ; 
only sixty-two groups.*? 

Similar patterns appeared in Mexico. The Circulo de Obreros 
boasted 8,000 members in 1876, and over 250 strikes occurred 
in the Díaz period (1876-1910) despite the fact that he outlawed 
them. One contemporary estimated that in 1909 the seven leading 
organizations had a membership of 16,000 and that the railroad 
workers’ union alone represented 10,000 persons. In specific in- 
stances, general strikes paralyzed whole industries across the 
country. In 1906, textile workers closed ninety-three different 
establishments. Data from Uruguay suggested the limited scope of 
the movement there. By 1905, some thirty-eight unions existed; 
but judging from available information, they probably numbered 
no more than 50 workers each. In 1912, the FORU counted on 
about 7,000 members out of over 80,000 urban workers.* 

In Argentina, new unions formed, and worker activity increased 
sharply, particularly in Buenos Aires, in response to rising infla- 
tion after 1884. By 1895, at least twenty-five organizations func- 
tioned in the capital, and activity had spread to most major 
cities and smaller towns in the populated eastern provinces. Ten 
years later, the FORA claimed forty-one member unions in addi- 
tion to five provincial federations that, in turn, represented fifty- 
three additional organizations. The fusion congress of 1907 
attracted delegates representing over 120 organizations.** 

Argentine unions appear to have been larger than those else- 
where, averaging about 100 members. The railroad engineers’ and 
trainmen’s organization, La Fraternidad, founded in 1887, soon 
grew into one of the largest. Taking a militant but almost always 
nonviolent position, it won several important strikes and enrolled 
over 7,000 dues payers. The printing trades federation counted 
about the same number of members after its consolidation in 1906; 
and other groups, such as the coachmen, attracted over 1,000 
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persons.* Participation in most unions, however, varied widely, 
depending upon their level of activity, the workers’ economic 
situation, and immediate circumstances. Table 1 illustrates this 


TABLE 1. MONTHLY DUES PAYERS, FEDERACION 
OBRERA LOCAL BONAERENSE (FOLB) 


Dues Payers Dues Payers 
October 1906 3,167 January 1907 2,291 
November 1906 4,654 February 1907 7,794 
December 1906 11,685 Marth 1907 3,734 


Source: Diego Abad de Santillan, La F.O.R.A.: Ideologia y 
trayectoria del movimiento obrero revolucionario en la Argentina, 
2d ed. (Buenos Aires, 1970), p. 166. 


fluctuation. In this instance, membership grew as the FOLB’s 
parent organization, the FORA, prepared for a January strike. 
After that action, as a result of which many workers lost their 
jobs or paydays, membership declined drastically, no doubt re- 
flecting the facts that some workers could no longer afford dues 
and that others became disillusioned. 

The number of workers mobilized provides a truer measure of 
the movement. In the Buenos Aires general strike of 1907, a 
Socialist newspaper estimated that 93,000 workers in sixteen trades 
left their jobs (the police calculated 80,000). Of these, 31,000 
actively participated in a union, but only 10,000 regularly paid 
dues. If this example is typical, the labor movement reached far 
beyond the number of persons who belonged to organizations. 
Government statistics, kept only after 1907, registered 231 strikes 
in the capital that year (not including the general strike), in which 
169,017 workers participated, or an average of 731.6 workers per 
strike. Clearly; at times the movement reached considerable 
proportions.** 

The data in Table 2 combined with other information suggest 
further gencralizations about the size and scope of the Argentine 
movement. First, there was a steady growth in the number of 
strikes after 1880 and then a proliferation as the -movement 
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TABLE 2. STRIKES IN ARGENTINA, 1880-1913 


% in 
Strikes Causes Buenos 
Total Won Lost Neither Salary Other Aires 
1880-1890 48 21 21 6 40 11 94 
1891-1896 58 26 24 8 38 38 83 


1907-1913" 1,081 328 634 119 — == = 


2 In Buenos Aires only. 

Sources: Julio Godio, El movimiento obrero y la cuestión nacional, 
Argentina: Inmigrantes asalariados y lucha de clases, 1880-1910 
(Buenos Aires, 1972), pp. 58—59, 62-63, 102-104; Hobart A. Spalding, 
Jr., La clase trabajadora argentina: Documentos para su historia, 
1890-1912 (Buenos Aires, 1970), p. 88. 


flowered in the years immediately before World War I. Second, 
strikes spread to areas outside of Buenos Aires, accelerating after 
1896. During 1903—1904, for example, only 56 percent of all 
actions occurred in the capital. A reversal seems to have set in 
thereafter. In the final years of the century’s first decade, strikes in 
Buenos Aires outnumbered those in provincial areas by about 
7 to 1. This trend probably reflects a second wave of organizational 
activity that began in the capital and then spread to other areas. 
Unfortunately, a lack of data for subsequent years do not allow 
a test of this hypothesis.*? 

Argentine political organizations that appealed to the working 
class failed to attract a mass following. The Argentine Socialist 
Party, which grew slowly and steadily, proved to be an exception. 
By 1912, it listed sixty-two sections, eighteen in the capital and 
forty-four elsewhere. Membership, however, did not keep pace; 
as of 1912, it counted no more than 4,000 adherents. The party’s 
voting strength, on the other hand, multiplied. In 1896, it drew 
1,700 votes in Buenos Aires; after electoral laws passed in 1912 
mandated both a secret ballot and compulsory voting, its strength 
grew dramatically, reaching almost 50,000 in a local election held 
in Buenos Aires. The number of union members who voted 
Socialist cannot be determined, but the party polled well in 
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working-class districts. However, the vast majority of workers still 
did not support the party, in part because foreigners could not 
vote, and because rival working-class groups advised electoral 
abstention.*8 


WORKERS’ DEMANDS AND ACTIVITIES IN THEORY AND PRACTICE 


Both workers’ demands and the types of action undertaken by 
organizations changed over the years. At thg.same time, unions, 
federations, confederations, and political parties clarified their 
positions and developed more concrete strategies and increasingly 
militant and sophisticated tactics. In addition to job-related actions, 
the movement carried on activities designed to improve the quality 
of the worker’s life at home and to promote workers’ solidarity 
at the national and international levels. 

The specific demands and goals of labor changed in content over 
time. The first strikes were generally defensive responses by 
workers who sought to recover purchasing power lost through 
inflation, to restore wage cuts, or to protest against a lengthened 
workday. Local issues such as protests against harsh work rules, 
demands for regular payment in hard currency, or abolition of the 
company store also cropped up in lists of grievances presented by 
workers to employers. After 1900, particularly in those areas where 
the movement reached its highest stage of development, labor 
broadened its efforts, demanding recognition of unions, reinstate- 
ment of dismissed comrades, accident insurance, and improved 
hygienic conditions. Workers also struck in solidarity with those 
already engaged in struggles against employers. 

Table 2 suggests the pattern of changing demands in Argentina. 
From 1881 to 1890, a vast majority of strikes involved primarily 
economic issues. Between 1891 and 1896, economic grievances 
motivated only half of the strikes, and this trend probably con- 
tinued. Government statistics for Buenos Aires, for example, show 
less than 40 percent of all strikes concerned solely with economic 
demands between 1907 and 1910.4 This change reflects a gradual 
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growth in workers’ consciousness through the realization that 
material improvements alone could not create a more desirable life. 

Theoretical considerations directly influenced organizational 
programs and tactics. Anarchists and syndicalists tended to avoid 
immediate, concrete goals in their platforms, preferring broad 
principles about the nature of struggle or generalizations concerning’ 
society’s future. Their position flowed from the belief that circum- 
stances dictated immediate tactics and from the firmly held tenet 
that the workers should decide each case as it arose and should 
not become locked into a dogmatic program. As a result, these 
groups often cited ends such as the socialization of the means of 
production and liquidation of the bourgeois state, or they endorsed 
class struggle and the general strike, omitting mention of the 
concrete means and tactics that might achieve them. The 
Uruguayan FORU, for example, declared in favor of “the realiza- 
tion of anarchic communism or libertarianism”; its Paraguayan 
counterpart proclaimed that it sought a “federation of free asso- 
ciations of free producers.’’®° 

Socialists usually outlined detailed programs that included lists 
of specific demands and a minimum program, but they also 
formulated longer-range goals. In general, Socialist programs 
followed those of European parties and concentrated on economic 
reforms of the system. An examination of programs put forth in 
Argentina, Brazil, Chile, and Cuba reveals eleven points in 
common; three parties endorsed eight other points. The most 
salient were the eight-hour day, free education, inheritance taxes, 
direct elections, lower cost of living, and a variety of measures 
designed to make workplaces safer for men, women, and children. 
Many Socialist parties tended to adopt reformist positions for the 
short run, stressing immediate gains rather than class warfare; a 
Brazilian group, for example, advocated that “exploited and ex- 
ploiters should work together for social ‘readjustment.’ ”’>4 

The strike developed into the most widely used weapon. How- 
ever, its nature varied from area to area and over time. Before the 
emergence of national organizations, it usually occurred in a 
single factory or trade in a given locale. Later, after the develop- 
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ment of regional or national labor bodies, general strikes became 
common. These divided into two types: strikes on a national or 
local level that embraced, in theory at least, all workers in a trade 
(e.g., shoemakers) or in related trades (e.g., port or construction 
workers) and strikes that involved the entire working population 
of a city or even á country, a goal obviously less attainable during 
this period. 

Ten general strikes of the second type erupted in Argentina 
during the first decade of the century. Some paralyzed only larger 
cities like Buenos Aires or Rosario; but others,also affected smaller 
urban areas and mines, quarries, or rural workplaces. In other 
nations, the general strike was used less extensively and, when 
called, had limited impact because of labor’s weakness. Neverthe- 
less, in individual instances, such as the strikes called by Mexican 
and Chilean miners, or textile and railroad workers in a half-dozen 
countries, they proved temporarily effective. 

Anarchists and syndicalists in particular used the general strike, 
but working people of all persuasions called and participated in 
stoppages. Socialists and independents sometimes joined larger 
movements. The 1902 Argentine general strike is illustrative not 
only of the process by which strikes built but also of the frailty 
of workers’ solidarity during this period. In November, Buenos 
Aires port workers struck after demanding limits on the weight of 
individual loads, which averaged 220 pounds. The tough, ex- 
perienced dockers soon won the day. The movement, however, 
spread to include workers at other ports and at the Buenos Aires 
central produce market. At this point, the FORA declared a 
nationwide general strike. The government, faced with a paralysis 
of the ports at the height of the export season, reacted. It first 
passed a bill in the National Congress that legalized the deportation 
of foreign-born “agitators” and then declared a state of seige under 
which it protected strikebreakers, closed union headquarters, and 
silenced the working-class press. The Socialists and some inde- 
pendents pow joined the movement in protest against those actions, 
and the FORA called for an unlimited strike to bring down the 
state. By this time, the strike had closed or severely crippled the 
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country’s major maritime centers, but working-class unity shattered 
when the Socialists opted for a five-day walkout and then 
ordered their followers to return to work. This split, combined 
with government repression, seriously weakened the action, and as 
the economic noose tightened, workers gradually drifted back to 
their jobs. Many activists permanently lost their employment, 
others suffered deportation, and capitalists black-listed hundreds 
of participants and organizers.*? 

Aside from strikes, workers also used boycotts, slowdowns, and 
more rarely, sabotage. The individualistic brand of anarchism, 
which sometimes resulted in terrorism, gained few adherents in 
Latin America, but violence in the face of violence did occur, The 
most notable example consisted in the blowing up of the Buenos 
Aires police chief and his secretary in 1909, an act designed to 
avenge a police massacre of unarmed workers during the general 
strike earlier that year. Much of the fiery rhetoric of the era 
came from the advocates of using force against force. One 
columnist called for anarchists to teach their children to “hate, 
until the hatred accumulated from generation to generation pro- 
duces the proud explosion of the final liquidation.” This extremist 
strain, however, represented a minority; and in general, the move- 
ment, including the anarchists, showed a high regard for human 
life. During Argentine general strikes, for example, pickets allowed 
hospitals and asylums to receive food and fuel.** 

Working-class organizations engaged in a variety of endeavors 
to provide services and actively propagandize among the prole- 
tariat. Unions and political parties alike ran schools and libraries, 
edited numerous publications, formed study groups, and some- 
times provided free legal services. They also appealed to people 
off the job. Group outings on weekends and cultural events made 
low-cost entertainment available and helped spread the word. 
Lectures, conferences, plays, musical evenings, and similar enter- 
tainments appealed to all members of the working-class family. 
Art and literature by and for the proletariat began to flourish in 
these years, suggesting the existence of a Latin American working- 
class culture separate from that of the bourgeoisie. Workers even 
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celebrated their own holidays. The First of May, designated as the 
international working people’s holiday in 1889, became the most 
important date on the workers’ calendar.** 

Internationalism also came into play. Latin American labor, as 
a branch of the larger international workers’ movement, attempted 
to organize beyond national boundaries and responded to the call 
of fellow workers across land and sea. Argentine commercial em- 
ployees, for example, sponsored a congress in 1903 that drew 
delegates from neighboring countries. Argentine, Brazilian, and 
Uruguayan port workers planned a Federation of Maritime and 
Land Transport, Stevedores, and Related Trades and even hoped 
to include workers from faraway Mexico. FORA projected a South 
American federation but never carried out its plans.®° 

All groups within the movement maintained contacts with Euro- 
pean organizations, and many sent delegates to international 
meetings. Workers also organized in response to events in other 
lands. Demonstrations protested the Spanish government’s execu- 
tion of the anarchist Francisco Ferrer, and gatherings expressed 
solidarity with Russian workers in the 1905 Revolution. Workers 
also demonstrated their support for Cuban independence from 
Spain, the Chinese Republic of 1911, and Morocco’s struggle 
against Spain’s colonial ambitions. Other actions called for world 
peace and condemned the international and continental arms race 
then under way.5% 

What results did worker actions accomplish? Unions and other 
organizations formed, and many survived; workers cither seized 
or gained the right or power to strike; and as their collective ex- 
perience accumulated, workers developed new goals and tactics. 
Most important, workers demanded and increasingly received 
recognition as a legitimate part of society. 

Some concrete progress was also visible. By World War 1, 
many workers toiled only eight or nine hours daily, rather than 
twelve, fourteen, or seventecn hours, as they had a few decades 
earlier. Job conditions also improved as a result of union pressures 
and government legislation. Nevertheless, many urban workers 
failed to improve their situation appreciably. Salaries, particularly 
in highly skilled trades, climbed only slowly. In jobs where a 
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shortage of skilled workers existed, remuneration tended to out- 
strip the rise in cost of living; but in most trades, it lagged behind 
or remained just equal in real terms. This pattern initiated a 
gradual stratification within the working class. Railroad workers, 
for example, because they could paralyze whole cconomies by 
striking won a standard of living equal to that of higher-paid 
white-collar workers. But in the countryside, where organization 
remained weakest, conditions stayed much the same during the 
entire period. 

It is possible, however, to sound overoptimistic. Even in 
Argentina and the movement’s center there, Bucnos Aires, workers 
usually failed to win desired results. Table 2 (p. 25) shows that 
only half the strikes between 1881 and 1906 resulted in victory 
or even partial gains. After that, results actually deteriorated. 
Between 1907 and 1913, only 30 percent of the strikes brought 
victory, and just over 10 percent achieved a partial triumph. In 
individual terms, workers did worse. Just under 86 percent of all 
strikes brought no immediate positive results, 10.2 percent won 
something, and only 4.2 percent emerged fully triumphant.?” How- 
ever, viewed as a whole, the outstanding fact ts that by 1914 the 
movement had touched hundreds of thousands of persons and given 
them at least a glimpse of their potential power when acting 
collectively. 


RULING-CLASS REACTION TO LABOR 
Direct Opposition 


As noted in the Introduction, Latin American labor movements 
passed through historical stages conditioned by the ways in which 
local economics were integrated into the world economy and by 
the specific nature of national elites. Because the Latin American 
ruling classes remained dependent upon outside centers, the second 
usually reflected the first. Fundamental changes in cither variable, 
however, in some cases altered labor’s patterns of development. 
A shift in the economic base of the elites generally changed 
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their attitudes and behavior toward the working class and labor. 
During labor’s formative period, national economies changed with 
the growth of exports. This change influenced the composition 
of local ruling classes. The particular formation of each, in turn, 
led to differing responses toward the labor movement. 

In Argentina, agrarian interests held power, leaving industrial 
investment mostly to foreigners. The agrarian elements did not 
react harshly to organization by industrial workers so long as it 
did not threaten them directly. A relatively strong urban move- 
ment thus could form without constant harassment from the state. 
In Brazil, coffee barons controlled the government, but after 1880 
they intermingled with a growing industrial bourgeoisie centered 
in Sao Paulo. The new ruling class, representing both agricultural 
and industrial sectors, cracked down hard on all working-class 
activity. The Brazilian movement, therefore, did not develop 
as fully as did its Argentine counterpart. Nor could Brazilian 
workers lay the basis for permanent mass organization. In Mexico, 
the pattern most resembled that in Brazil. In the 1880s, the nascent 
bourgeoisie began to form links with landed elements, and state 
repression severely restricted the movement until 1910. In Chile, 
agrarian and industrial groups unified during the middle of the 
nineteenth century, allowing for their consolidation before any 
significant working-class organization occurred. As a result, despite 
its industrial component, the relatively secure Chilean ruling class 
did not perceive the need to repress labor severely when the first 
working-class organizations appeared; consequently, a relatively 
strong labor movement eventually emerged.*® 

Despite these variations in long-range attitudes toward labor 
organization, ruling-class responses showed marked similarities 
because the elites everywhere recognized the implied threat behind 
working-class mobilization. When challenged, they quickly turned 
to force either by using available state agencies or by enacting 
repressive legislation. Confrontations between troops or police and 
workers ,dot this period. Sometimes, these confrontations turned 
into massacres when law enforcement officers fired on crowds of 
demonstrators or strikers. In 1907, for example, the Chilean army 
shot down over 2,000 men, women, and children at Iquique when 
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demonstrators refused to obey an order to disperse within five 
minutes. Yet, a Chilean aristocrat could coolly say, “Repression 
by armed force has been good. Each time that strikes occur, 
energetic repression is advisable for reasons of social order and 
justice.”359 

Armed confrontations represented only one aspect of the 
violence unleashed against the working class. Governments or local 
authorities also regularly closed union headquarters, shut down 
newspapers and presses, confiscated written materials, denied 
permits for parades or meetings, and arrested labor organizers, 
often holding them for long periods without trial. The state's 
ultimate weapon was to declare a state of siege. Used in case of 
serious agitation, it sanctioned the use of troops or police against 
demonstrators, the closing of workers’ centers, the seizure of 
persons without evidence or right of habeas corpus, and even 
the summary execution of persons charged with curfew violations 
or alleged resistance to authorities. Finally, the ruling class some- 
times repressed working-class organizations even when they did 
nothing. During the 1905 Revolution by the Radical Party, for 
example, the Argentine government closed union headquarters 
and labor publications despite the fact that the movement did not 
participate in the attempt to overthrow the government.® 

Increasing workers’ discontent also brought a series of laws 
designed to contain unrest. In the first decade of the twentieth 
century, Argentina, Brazil, Cuba, and Uruguay enacted legisla- 
tion allowing the deportation of persons considered foreign 
agitators. These laws stipulated that authorities could hold those 
arrested incommunicado or expel them speedily. The ruling class 
justified ousting foreigners by consistently denying the existence 
of any home-grown cause for workers’ protests. Official and public 
political statements nearly always blamed “foreign elements and 
professional agitators” or “outside agitators” for working-class 
protest, leading to the conclusion that without these particular 
“subversive” elements no problems would exist. Under this type 
of legislation, Brazil deported 342 persons between 1907 and 
1916.61 

Workers faced other legal obstacles. Governments often refused 
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legal recognition to unions, thus denying the force of law to con- 
tracts negotiated and signed by them. Authorities also supplied 
strikebreakers or protected workers who wished to continue to 
work in establishments embroiled in labor conflicts. In addition, 
judges rcgularly denied workers the legal right to organize. Some 
governments screened immigrants to prevent known labor organizers 
from entcring the country, and Argentina, Brazil, and Uruguay 
signed a pact to exchange information on anarchists. At times, 
government reprcsentatives even violated their own laws. In Chile, 
the Chamber of Deputies voted to exclude.a labor representative 
after he had fairly won election to it.°? 

The movement also encountered determined opposition from 
employers. Owners banded together against both potential and real 
workcrs’ actions and instituted measures to ensure tranquillity in 
their establishments. Coordinating through organizations such as 
Union Industrial Argentina, the Argentine Maritime Shippers and 
Owncrs Association, the Sáo Paulo Commercial Association, or 
the Centro Industrial Mexicano, they exchanged black lists of 
militants, plotted common strategy against all forms of workers’ 
associations, and coordinated lockouts. Capitalists cooperated with 
labor only when it clearly redounded to their benefit. After a 
Bucnos Aires graphic arts union showed that it could successfully 
challenge proprietors, for example, a joint commission of owners 
and workers in the printing trades hammered out a series of collec- 
tive industry contracts starting in 1906.%% 


Social Legislation and Liberal and Catholic Reform Movements 


These ycars also produced Latin America’s first social legislation. 
Somctimes such legislation aimed at mollifying the working class 
after violent demonstrations or strikes, and sometimes liberal or 
Catholic reformers championed minimal legislation. Everywhere, 
social Icgislation was piecemeal; and despite occasional proposals 
in several countries, no nation hammcred out a comprehcnsive 
labor codc. 

Conservatives almost always opposed social laws, denying their 
validity for Latin America, and most projects favoring such 
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legislation failed. Before World War I, however, accident com- 
pensation laws, although partial and covering only scattered groups 
of workers, were passed in Guatemala, El Salvador, Peru, and in 
two Mexican states. Argentina, Chile, and Peru approved laws 
protecting women and children and providing for a weekly rest 
period. Numerous countries enacted laws that encouraged or 
financed workers’ housing. Argentina, Chile, and the Brazilian 
state of Sao Paulo created government labor bureaus, and several 
countries named official commissions to investigate working condi- 
tions as a possible basis for future laws.** 

Liberal political parties backed workers’ causes in an effort to 
capture their votes and, often, to pre-empt the appeal of progres- 
sive ideologies. In Sao Paulo, the Civilistas included social legis- 
lation in their electoral program for 1910; the Chilean Radical 
and Liberal parties took similar stands at other times. In 
Argentina, the Radical Party and the Partido Demócrata Pro- 
gresista both sought votes by voicing approval of measures favor- 
ing White- and blue-collar groups. As so often happened, once in 
power, the Radicals pursued an antilabor policy with regard to 
the majority of workers (see Chapter 2). In Uruguay, José Batlle 
y Ordóñez passed substantial social legislation during his first 
presidency (1903-1907) assuring the right to strike, creating the 
continent's first ministry of labor, and including such measures as 
the eight-hour day.® 

A Catholic social reform movement also tried to gain working- 
class support. At first a response to the liberal attack on church 
prerogatives in the last decades of the nineteenth century, it devel- 
oped into a full-fledged movement after the promulgation of the 
papal encyclical Rerum Novarum in 1891. This document urged 
the creation of Catholic workingmen’s societies and other measures 
to combat the rising tide of godless doctrines such as socialism or 
anarchism, and Catholic reformers in a half-dozen Latin American 
countries responded to the call. Catholics conceived of their 
organizations as joining workers and owners in a common cause 
and held that labor and management could peaceably settle any 
differences between them. However, most Catholic groups did not 
truly test this proposition. Employers rather than workers occupied 
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positions of authority within these organizations, and Catholic 
groups operated on a strictly hierarchical basis. 

In Mexico, the National Catholic Congress of 1903 proposed 
a series of measures to aid workers and encourage them to organize 
under Catholic auspices. Later congresses approved similar mo- 
tions, made concerted-efforts to educate Catholics on social ques- 
tions, and endorsed reformist legislation. The 1908 congress re- 
ported the existence of fifteen workers’ circles; by 1911, these 
numbered forty-six, with 12,320 members. Chilean Catholic efforts 
took a frankly conservative position and strongly identified with 
the Conservative Party. Church representatives specifically de- 
nounced “Socialist manifestations that reveal the existence of 
unhealthy germs,” “tumultuous attacks on private property,” and 
“Socialist doctrines” that employed “the people's antagonism 
against the rich and democracy against aristocracy.” Catholic 
conservatives formed the Federación Obrera de Chile, the nation’s 
first national workers’ organization, and controlled it until driven 
out by socialist workers. Catholic reform movements also func- 
tioned in Brazil and Bolivia, but had minimal impact.* 

The strongest Catholic drive developed in Argentina. By 1895, 
a Federation of Catholic Workingmen's Circles existed; and by 
1912, it boasted seventy-seven groups with a total membership of 
22,930. The federation held congresses that discussed legislative 
projects and social topics. The circles constantly petitioned the 
National Congress and the executive, seeking a Sunday rest law, 
among other measures. At the same time, Catholics initiated a 
voluntary Sunday business closing in Buenos Aires, and Catholic 
reformists in Congress eventually pushed through laws that 
guaranteed a weekly day of rest and regulated working conditions 
for women and minors. 

Other Catholic efforts brought them into contact with the work- 
ing class. The Liga Demócrata Cristiana, founded in 1902, started 
a workers” academy and sponsored a series of conferences to 
propagate the faith and publicize its social activities. Other 
programs included a women's employment bureau and institutions 
designed to protect female workers. Catholics also founded and 
financed antisocialist clubs in universities, and their active press 
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campaigned against all philosophies that denied the existence of 
God or opposed capitalism. 

Catholics also formed a few unions. The most important of these 
enrolled Buenos Aires port workers. Its regulations stated that no 
member could espouse anarchist causes, hold socialist ideas, or 
deny the right of property and the Constitution. In 1906, after 
supplying workers to break an anarchist-led strike, the Catholics 
called a work stoppage. The owners, more interested in continuing 
work than in the beliefs of strikers, rehired the anarchist workers, 
which led to the Catholic union’s demise.* 

On the whole, social legislation probably benefited capitalists 
more than it harmed them. Shorter hours, better working condi- 
tions, minimal rights on the job, and even higher salaries often 
increased productivity, and increased productivity translated into 
larger profits. Limited state protection and the promise of more 
led some workers to abandon the movement and settle for small 
but immediate improvements rather than join struggles that in- 
volved risking both job and personal security. It should not be 
overlooked, however, that these laws also helped protect some 
workers from the worst abuses by their employers. 


CONCLUSION 


Labor’s formative period in Latin America has many similarities 
to its European counterpart. Common ideologies, tactics, strategies, 
and forms of organization and activity appeared in both areas. 
However, significant differences also emerged. The Latin American 
movement passed through its formative years in less time. That 
development probably both aided and hindered labor organ‘zation. 
On one hand, workers had existing sets of ideologies, strategies, 
and tactics available to them; they did not need to discover them, 
as European workers had done. On the other hand, the collective 
learning experience of the working class may consequently have 
been cut short. Consciousness evolves from long-term struggle, 
and the brevity of the formative period may have impeded such 
growth. 
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Another difference lies in the relative strength of anarchism in 
Latin America. Even in Argentina and Uruguay, where the strong- 
est Socialist parties developed, anarchist variants eclipsed them. 
The reasons are complex. The nature of the Latin American state 
worked to discourage reformist political participation. Any attempt 
to secure reforms through electoral pressure must have appeared 
utopian in the face of rigged elections and the frequent use of 
force by the ruling classes, Prevailing legal systems and intransigent 
ruling-class opposition forced workers to organize outside the law 
and led them to adopt ideologies proposing alternative forms to 
existing institutions. Anarchism also attracted immigrants who 
sought to escape the hierarchical structures of their home countries 
and who were prohibited from voting by Latin American laws. 
As in Europe, anarchism appealed particularly to southern Euro- 
peans and to artisans, who constituted a substantial segment of 
the working class. 

Effective Socialist mobilization depended on concessions from 
the ruling class in the form of economic benefits or limited political 
input. In Argentina and Uruguay, and to a lesser degree in Chile, 
a special set of circumstances existed that made the Socialists’ 
tactics, including electoral politics, appear to be a viable alterna- 
tive: A secure ruling class controlled the state, a relatively pros- 
perous economy existed, and within a context of liberal traditions, 
electoral politics were generally recognized as a legitimate activity. 
The first circumstance indirectly aided organization because secure 
elites did not feel immediately threatened by industrial organiza- 
tion. The second allowed for limited concessions without undue 
pressure on capital accumulation, thus providing a measure of 
upward mobility for select groups of workers. The third protected 
working-class organizations from state repression so long as they 
stayed within the system. At the same time, the existence of groups 
pledged to overthrowing the system probably made the Socialists 
seem less menacing. 

By 1914, Latin American labor had passed through its formative 
stage in almost every country. Although vast sectors of the urban 
and rural proletariat remained unorganized, workers as a class 
had forced their way into the national scene as an emerging power 
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factor and had laid the groundwork for future advances. The 
character and intensity of the movement varied from area to 
area, but broad similarities in the historical experience of the 
working class clearly emerge. 
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FROM WORLD WAR I TO THE DEPRESSION: 
EXPLOSIONS AND EXPANSION 


Explosions of labor activity and a quantitative and qualitative 
expansion of the movement mark the periot from the outbreak of 
World War I in 1914 through the initial stages of the Great 
Depression, which began in 1929, On one level, the entire period 
represents an explosion, a time of intense labor agitation, when 
compared with the formative years or the years immediately after 
1930. On another level, a continental explosion occurred, sparked 
by the impact of the war between 1914 and 1919, and explosions 
took place within national boundaries throughout the period. 
The movement expanded in several ways. It spread into new 
geographic areas. Working-class activity was still concentrated in 
urban environments, but these no longer constituted the only focal 
points for organization. A rapidly growing white-collar sector and 
rural workers mobilized en masse for the first time. Finally, existing 
ideologies changed, and Communism challenged established lines 
of thought among workers. 

The ruling class continued to respond with violent repression 
when faced with determined working-class actions, but as else- 
where in the capitalist world, governments also passed labor legis- 
lation. Such legislation aimed to defuse the movement by softening 
the worst abuses suffered by workers and to erect mechanisms 
through which the state could either control labor or induce 
workers to support the existing system or a particular regime. After 
1914, a variety of political parties increased their efforts to win 
labor backing in order to bolster their position in office or to 
increase their chances of winning power. 
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WAR AND LABOR’S EXPLOSION 


As in the formative period, outside forces helped shape internal 
events. The outbreak of war in Europe created sharp dislocations 
in the export-oriented Latin American economies, but after a brief 
interruption in the transatlantic flow of products, demand for raw 
materials and foodstuffs increased dramatically. However, manu- 
factured goods imported from Europe, primarily from Great 
Britain, could not be secured, giving national industry a chance 
to expand and sell on the local market unhindered by foreign 
competition. War thus brought good times for both agrarian in- 
terests and a nascent industrial bourgeoisie. Postwar readjustment 
brought another economic dip when demand for exports slackened 
and European goods and capital once more flooded Latin America, 
but a general prosperity followed in the 1920s until the 
Depression.* 

By contrast, the war years only heightened the problems con- 
fronting the working class. The scarcity of many items that had 
previously been imported and local industry's new monopoly posi- 
tion sparked a rapid jump in the cost of living, characterized by 
particularly sharp increases in the price of basic commodities. High 
world prices and, in some areas, a shift to export crops from those 
grown for domestic consumption fueled the rise. Substantial 
unemployment compounded the situation. Trade fluctuations, even 
of a temporary nature, threw thousands of persons out of work. 
Nor did industrial expansion provide greatly increased job oppor- 
tunities. An oversupply of labor already existed in most urban 
areas, and this reserve army grew during the brief agricultural 
export crisis of 1914. Moreover, factory owners often used 
speed-up techniques, lengthened working hours, or demanded 
overtime from those already employed rather than hiring new 
workers. 

Rapid economic fluctuations and deteriorating conditions galvan- 
ized workers into action across the continent. The impetus gained 
after 1914 carried over into the next years, culminating in the 
period from 1917 to 1920. Table 3 shows cost-of-living and wage 
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TABLE 3. COST OF LIVING AND WAGES, SELECTED NATIONS, 1913-1921 
(By Index Numbers) 


Brazil Peru Argentina Uruguay 

Cost of Cost of Cost of Cost of 

Living Wages Living Wages Living Wages Living Wages 
1913 — — 100 100 — = 100 100 
1914 100 100 104 — 100 100 — — 
1915 108 100 112 — 107 — — — 
1916 116 101 123 120 115 — 116 — 
1917 128 107 142 O = 
1918 144 117 164 — 169 62 126 — 
1919 148 123 183 — 186 87 170 — 
1920 163 146 210 200 166 106 — 98 


1921 167 158 — — = = = = 


Sources: Brazilian data from Octavio Ianni, Crisis in Brazil (New 
York, 1970), p. 56. Peruvian cost of living from Monthly Labor 
Review (Washington, D.C.) 29, no. 4 (1929): 256; Peruvian wage 
data from Ricardo Martinez de la Torre, Apuntes para una inter- 
pretación marxista de la historia social del Perú (Lima, 1949), vol. 
4, p. 316, and Arturo Sabroso Montoya, Réplicas proletarias (Lima, 
1934), p. 130. Argentine data from Monthly Labor Review (Wash- 
ington, D.C.) 29, no. 2 (1929): 232-233. Uruguayan figures from 
Francisco R. Pintos, Historia del movimiento obrero del Uruguay 
(Montevideo, 1960), pp. 146, 206. 


data for four countries. Other figures, although more fragmentary, 
indicate similar trends. In Chile, salaries rose about 30 percent 
between 1912 and 1923, but the cost of living soared 148 percent. 
In Cuba, real per capita income dropped from $233 in 1913, to 
$214 in 1917, and to $198 in 1918.* 

Working-class unrest occurred in countries where a strong move- 
ment had existed before the war, but it also took place in areas 
where organization remained embryonic. In Ecuador, that nation’s 
first significant strike erupted in 1917. Two years later, miners 
staged a local general strike, and Guayaquil port workers demon- 
strated against the high cost of living. Port workers also led the 


From World War I to the Depression 51 


first large-scale unrest in Colombia: during widespread actions in 
1918, workers called for salary increases ranging up to 50 percent; 
demonstrations, strikes, and rallies in several cities resulted in 
violence and many deaths.* 

Protest also raged in countries with small but vibrant labor or- 
ganizations. Bolivian miners demanded better living conditions, 
higher salaries, and shorter hours. In Cuba, port workers, railroad 
men, and construction workers, as well as workers in several other 
trades, struck during 1918 and 1919. Action in Peru coalesced 
around the cost of living. In early 1919, a brief general strike in 
metropolitan Lima forced the Conservative president to grant 
some urban workers an eight-hour day. Shortly thereafter, students 
and workers formed a committee to fight rising prices, and it soon 
won widespread support. It first petitioned the government to 
lower the cost of living and threatened a general strike if no action 
followed. The ensuing strike lasted over a month, but despite sup- 
port from over fifty labor organizations, the committee lost control 
of the movement when authorities jailed its leaders. After clashes 
marked by army intervention and widespread looting, the strike 
drifted to an unsuccessful conclusion. The government did set up 
market stands that undersold local stores by about 40 percent, but 
when popular pressure faded, it closed them. Labor and working- 
class protests also broke out in several other cities during 1919.* 

Actions by workers also rocked Chile, Uruguay, Brazil, and 
Argentina, where the continent’s strongest labor organizations 
existed. In Chile, the combination of a severe depression in the 
mining industry and rising prices produced agitation. School- 
teachers called the nation’s first white-collar strike in 1918; the 
following year, strikers briefly occupied the port of Puerto Natales, 
until the government called the army in to stop them. An eighty- 
three-day work stoppage crippled the southern coal mining regions 
in 1920, and a general strike paralyzed Magallanes in the Antarctic 
region that same year. The largest protest took place in Santiago. 
There the national labor federation (Federación Obrera de Chile 
—FOCh), the Partido Obrero Socialista, and two liberal political 
parties formed a coalition that agitated for a reduction in the cost 
of staple foods. In 1919, an estimated 100,000 persons called 
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for government measures to ease the economic situation of the 
working class.5 

In Uruguay, the impact of war revived the labor movement. 
Under the leadership of the anarchosyndicalist FORU and the 
powerful maritime workers union (Federación Obrera Marítima— 
FOM), workers went on the offensive during and after the war. 
The number of strike days, for example, rose from 67,193 in 1916 
to a peak of 645,864 in 1920. Meat packers, women garment- 
workers, waterfront workers, and people in numerous other urban 
trades across the nation all protested through demonstrations and 
strikes. The FOM periodically paralyzed the port of Montevideo, 
winning important concessions for its member unions and support- 
ing actions initiated by other workers.* 

In Brazil, the movement gathered strength after 1914, peaking 
in 1917 and 1919. A strike of 2,000 textile operatives in Sáo 
Paulo during 1917 rapidly spread until it involved an estimated 
75,000 workers. Similar actions occurred in Rio de Janeiro, where 
a workers” committee formulated a series of demands, including 
higher salaries, a shorter working day, and lower prices. Activity 
continued for about a month, but government repression, ideo- 
logical divisions, and the difficulty of coordinating such an action 
weakened the workers” position. A negotiated settlement by which 
workers won some temporary improvements ended the strikes, but 
employers repeatedly violated the terms of the agreement. Agita- 
tion did not stop, and the following years brought strikes by 
maritime and metalworkers, in the construction trades, and in the 
textile industry. A second set of general strikes shook both Rio 
and Sao Paulo in 1919, and that year May Day demonstrations 
attracted the largest number of workers ever. These strikes, too, 
quickly collapsed in the face of forceful government measures, 
poor planning, and internal divisions among workers.” 

As in previous years, the Argentine movement remained the 
most vigorous on the continent. Labor slowly recovered from the 
massive repression unleashed during and after the 1910 general 
strike. By 1913, it had regained most of the ground lost. During 
the war years, activity lagged at first; but it picked up in 1917, 
reaching its peak in 1919 (see Table 4). Before that- time, labor, 
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TABLE 4. WORKER ACTIVITY IN BUENOS AIRES, 1914-1922 


Number of Strikes Number of Strikers 
1914 64 14,137 
1915 65 12,077 
1916 80 24,321 
1917 138 136,062 
1918 196 133,042 
1919 367 308,967 
1920 206 134,015 
1921 86 139,751 
1922 116 41,737 


SOURCE: Sergio Bagú, Evolución histórica de la estrati- 
ficación social en la Argentina (Caracas, 1969), p. 96. 


led by the railroad workers and the militant FOM, called numer- 
ous strikes protesting the economic hardships brought on by the 
war and seeking to strengthen organization and improve the 
workers’ status in general. 

The largest and most violent upheaval took place in January 
1919. This event, subsequently known as the Semana Trágica 
(“Tragic Week”), began with an isolated strike by metalworkers 
in Buenos Aires. The stoppage had entered its second month when 
a clash between picketers and armed guards protecting strike- 
breakers resulted in several deaths. At this point, the leading labor 
organizations called solidarity actions, although they could not 
unite on a common course. The authorities moved forcefully 
against this new threat. Violent clashes ensued, culminating in a 
police massacre of workers at the funeral of the slain metalworkers. 
This escalation triggered a general strike that paralyzed Buenos 
Aires, and the movement spread to other urban centers. The 
government then called in troops, and a state of war existed as 
the army, police, firemen, and vigilante groups battled workers in 
the streets. By week’s end, well over a hundred persons had died, 
several hundred had been injured, and thousands languished in 
jail. After protracted negotiations, the government and the leading 
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labor organizations finally settled the issue. The metalworkers won 
most of their demands, and the government promised to release 
all prisoners on condition that the workers return to their jobs. 
Only the anarchocommunists refused to sign the pact, calling for 
a continued strike, but they could not sustain the movement.® 


WORKERS’ IDEOLOGIES 
Communism 


The Russian Communist victory in 1917 reverberated through- 
out Latin America, as it did elsewhere. The Bolshevik triumph 
demonstrated that an organized working-class movement could 
seize state power. Its Marxist-Leninist basis introduced new con- 
cepts and a fresh vision of the workers’ role in the historical 
process. Communist theory held that a militant, vanguard working- 
class political party should organize and lead the workers’ struggle. 
The party would operate on two levels: first, to secure short-range 
goals such as higher salaries and better working conditions; and 
second, to build a long-range movement that would topple the 
bourgeois state. Once victorious, Communists envisioned a tempo- 
rary dictatorship of the proletariat—that is, a period in which the 
working class held state power to initiate a transition to socialism 
—and, eventually, the creation of a Communist society. Electoral 
politics represented an interim means to a final goal rather than an 
end in itself. 

Communists believed in the formation of a single, centralized 
labor organization that would include all progressive elements 
within the working class. They wished to organize workers along 
industrial rather than craft lines so that the workers in an entire 
industry would join a single union or federation. Such organiza- 
tion would unite people in individual factories and lead to larger 
groupings for more effective action. Communists believed that 
all sectors should organize, and they recruited actively among 
white-collar and rural workers. They also gave special attention to 
minorities by forming women’s and youth sections and taking pains 
to incorporate Blacks and Indians into their organizations. ~ 
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Communists emphasized the international dimension of prole- 
tarian struggle. They pointed to imperialism as a principal obstacle 
against which the working class must fight, thus linking progres- 
sive movements at home and abroad. Their analysis held that 
workers could take advantage of rivalries between sectors of the 
local and the international bourgeoisie through temporary alliances 
that would advance the long-range revolutionary movement. Com- 
munists thus at times supported nationalist governments that sought 
to curb foreign penetration of local economies. 

Communist emphasis upon party discipline and thorough train- 
ing created a militant rank and file that won a reputation for 
honesty and dedication seldom enjoyed by other labor organiza- 
tions. By presenting a united front and using superior tactical 
skills, Communists often gained influence within individual 
organizations that far exceeded their numerical strength. When 
necessary, they clandestinely formed small groups or cells of 
hard-core militants before attempting mass organization. They 
never insisted that a worker join the party. Instead, they built a 
movement at several levels that included party members, those in 
unions, and persons wishing to participate only in support groups. 
They also displayed an ability to work with others, infrequently 
indulging in the squabbles that so often split the working class. 
Because Communists planned for the long run and also for im- 
mediate results, their ability to survive repression and temporary 
defeats was enhanced. Official Communist parties grew rapidly 
throughout Latin America after 1917. By 1931, seventeen were 
functioning, and Communists had won a following within the labor 
movement in almost all areas. Communists also ran for office and 
won in several countries.” 

The Brazilian case illustrates both the progress made by Com- 
munists and the obstacles they faced. The general strikes of 1917 
and 1919 represented the high-water mark of anarchist and revolu- 
tionary syndicalist influence. The tactic of calling repeated general 
strikes that always met government repression eroded support for 
those positions. Anarchist-oriented federations and unions steadily 
disappeared or else came under more moderate influence, the last 
major bastion to fall being the Sao Paulo federation in 1927. Five 
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years earlier, disillusioned anarchists and syndicalists founded a 
Communist Party; and despite the fact that it enjoyed only two 
short periods of legality (from 1922 to the middle of 1924 and 
briefly in 1927), it achieved notable success. By 1927, it claimed 
thirty-six unions, twenty-three workers’ committees operating in- 
side non-Communist unions, and a base of 80,000 persons. In 
1929, it founded the General Confederation of Labor of Brazil, 
the first central labor organization since the long-defunct COB. 
It also elected two candidates to the Rio de Janeiro Municipal 
Council and attempted the first systematig, organization of non- 
urban workers through the Worker-Peasant Bloc, formed in 1927. 
The bloc, however, brought only meager results because of staunch 
opposition by landowners and the state. 

Still, the labor movement remained weak. After the 1919 
general strike, organization continued to be largely decentralized 
because of ideological divisions, the country’s size, and steady and 
effective state harassment. In 1920, the Third National Labor 
Congress called for unity, but the plea foundered on a bedrock 
of partisanship. Five different ideological tendencies all sought 
working-class support, and rival organizations operated in the same 
locale or competed in May Day demonstrations. Although Com- 
munists and anarchists arranged a temporary truce during the 
early 1920s, it quickly broke down, largely because of anarchist 
intransigency. 

Three forces in addition to the Communists and anarchists 
struggled for control of the labor movement. A small Catholic 
group actively fought atheism and secularism while striving to 
confine workers to peaceful protest. During the 1919 general 
strike, for example, the Catholic Workers’ Center in Sao Paulo 
pledged “unrestricted support to all conservative classes in the 
present emergency and declared themselves at the side of the 
government for the repression of anarchism.”*” The 1920s also 
saw a resurgence of reformism within the movement. Yellow 
unionists, who denied the wisdom of militant strategies, opted for 
immediate economic gains rather than fundamental social change. 
These workers advocated cooperation with local or national 
authorities rather than confrontation as the best way to,improve 
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conditions. This approach appealed to the many workers who 
tired of constant strife and living on the edge of total poverty. 
Brazilian Socialists also attempted to revive their moribund move- 
ment in the 1920s and refounded a political party that unsuccess- 
fully competed with the Communists at the polls. 

Efforts to organize workers into militant groups often foundered ~ 
against reality. Many proletarians did not wish to participate in a 
long-range struggle; they wanted only immediate improvements. 
As a labor delegate said to the Rio de Janeiro police chief during 
a 1918 strike, “Positively, sir, we workers do not want a revolu- 
tion; we want to work, with our rights respected." Such attitudes 
combined with fears about job security and employer opposition 
to hinder mobilization. For example, when a group of carpenters 
tried to organize a strike for higher wages after a pay cut, only 
twenty out of sixty workers agreed to participate, and the action 
failed. Furthermore, existing organizations did not coordinate their 
efforts. When Communists formed a central labor group in Rio, 
they found that four similar entities already existed, each operating 
without contact with the others. In all, probably less than 10 
percent of salaried workers joined a union. The situation in Santos 
was probably typical: there only 6,000 out of 40,000 industrial 
workers belonged to an organization.*? 


Continuing Divisions, Changing Tactics, and Relative Strength 


A brief look at organized labor in several countries indicates 
the existence of two common patterns across the continent: con- 
tinued internal divisions and a relative weakness. In Bolivia, 
workers formed unions in most urban trades but remained divided 
over ideological issues. Three separate federations organized, 
but none survived because of disagreements between Communists, 
anarchists, Socialists, and Trotskyites. The majority of workers 
belonged to no organization, and the movement remained vulner- 
able to government pressures. A similar situation existed in 
Uruguay. After the failure of the 1919 general strike, the anarcho- 
syndicalist FORU lost ground, and Socialists made advances, 
particularly in maritime unions. In the early 1920s, syndicalists 
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and Communists formed a central labor body; but near the end of 
the decade, it claimed only 3,500 persons in twenty-three organiza- 
tions. The FORU included only 2,250 members in fourteen unions. 
In 1929, Communists tried unsuccessfully to gain control over the 
organization they shared with the syndicalists. They then left to 
form yet another federation.** 

In Peru, workers founded an anarchosyndicalist federation in 
the wake of the 1919 strikes; but it never functioned as an efficient 
body, although it claimed 30,000 members drawn from greater 
Lima. Gradually, two new forces, Communism and Aprismo, 
eclipsed the older ideologies and competed with each other.* 
Communists formed a general labor confederation in 1930. The 
Apristas, who espoused a reformist ideology based on a redistri- 
bution of wealth without class struggle or an end to private 
property, created many unions. They appealed particularly to 
white-collar groups that found their thesis of painless redistribution 
attractive. In 1932, Communists and Apristas supported a mass 
movement against foreign bus companies in Lima, finally forcing 
the government to break the monopoly those companies held. Both 
Communists and Apristas claimed a great victory, but as a whole, 
the Peruvian movement reached only a small percentage of the 
total labor force.** 

In Ecuador, anarchosyndicalists dominated the embryonic labor 
movement until 1925, At that time, a Socialist Party appeared, but 
it soon divided between Socialists and Communists and between 
rival groups in Guayaquil and Quito, the country's two major 
cities. Communists gradually gained control over the organization, 
and by 1929, it became the Ecuadorian Communist Party. Social- 
ists then formed a separate group.** 

The first Colombian workers” congresses met during 1924 and 
1925, but divisions between Communists and non-Communists 
prevented unity. Federations also appeared in Guatemala, the 
Dominican Republic, and throughout Central America. 

* Aprismo is the name given to the movement formed around the Alianza 


Popular Revolucionaria Americana, APRA, founded by Víctor Raúl Haya 
de la Torre in 1924, Sas 
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Until the repressive Ibáñez government cracked down on it in 
1924, the Chilean movement enjoyed relatively more cohesion 
than its counterparts in most countries, perhaps because neither 
strong Socialist nor strong anarchist groups existed. In 1919, 
members from the POS gained control over the pro-Catholic and 
conservative-leaning FOCh. Within two years, this federation , 
affiliated with the Communist Third International and worked 
closely with the POS, which became the Chilean Communist Party 
in 1921. The FOCh reorganized its structure, opting for industry- 
wide rather than craft unions and including in its statutes the 
demand that the workers should run the economy. It quickly 
became the nation’s leading labor organization, and it may have 
reached a membership of 100,000 persons during the decade. 

Other organizations also attempted to gain the allegiance of 
Chilean workers. In 1919, a Chilean branch of the Industrial 
Workers of the World (IWW) was formed. A radical anarcho- 
syndicalist group, it gained sympathizers among maritime workers, 
printers, and artisanal groups in Santiago and the port of Val- 
paraiso, although it never built a mass base. Independent organiza- 
tions also existed. Railway workers formed a confederation in 
1926 that remained unaffiliated with any central labor organiza- 
tion. The Catholic movement dwindled after 1919, ceasing to be 
an important current within the labor movement. In all, some 2,000 
strikes occurred between 1919 and 1926, but in the latter half of 
the 1920s, the movement declined under government repression. 
Even at its height, less than 20 percent of all salaried workers, 
or about 200,000 persons, belonged to an organization.'® 

The Argentine movement displayed nearly all the characteristics 
found in other countries: It, too, underwent ideological divisions, 
the appeal of anarchism waned, Communism challenged more 
established positions, and labor activity declined during the late 
1920s. A veritable kaleidescope of organizations came and went 
during this period. The unity achieved in 1915-1916 resulted in 
the creation of the FORA IX, so named because it adopted the 
revolutionary syndicalist position first proposed at its Ninth 
Congress. It boasted over 350 affiliated groups by 1918 and 734 
by 1920. At its apex in 1921, the FORA IX enlisted more than 
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100,000 dues payers. Its most important member, the FOM, 
representing maritime workers, virtually controlled the ports. 
Opposed to the FORA IX stood the anarchocommunist FORA V, 
a group that split away soon after the fusion, returning to the 
position endorsed at the federation’s Fifth Congress. It contained 
mostly craft unions at first but later expanded to include industrial 
and rural workers ard even temporarily allied with small rural 
property holders. By the end of the decade, its proponents claimed 
a membership of just under 100,000, but the number seems 
exaggerated.!” 

Independent labor groups also existed, nótably among railroad 
workers, most of whom belonged to either La Fraternidad or the 
Federación Obrera Ferrocarrilera, founded in 1912. In the mid- 
1920s, the two joined to form a confederation under Socialist in- 
fluence. That entity increasingly used peaceful bargaining to secure 
gains for its members. A continual realignment among organiza- 
tions further complicated the labor scene. In 1922, the FORA IX 
incorporated the Communists and changed its name to the Unión 
Sindical Argentina. Although the Communists gained strength 
within the new group, it remained under syndicalist control. In 
1926, yet another organization emerged, the Confederación Obrera 
Argentina, composed mostly of railroad workers. Thus, by 1930, 
three central labor organizations functioned in addition to inde- 
pendent unions. The following year, all major groups except the 
FORA V again merged to form the Confederación General de 
Trabajo (CGT). However, it could not function freely because the 
military government that seized power in 1930 cracked down on 
labor. 

Behind these shifts lay varied ideological positions. In addition 
to two minority lines, a majority within the anarchist camp backed 
the FORA V. As anarchocommunists they viewed unions as one 
arm in a generalized campaign toward a revolutionary seizure of 
power. They therefore placed less emphasis on union activities 
than did either the Communists or the syndicalists. The anarcho- 
communists continued to preach that only violence could topple the 
state, that total revolution constituted the workers” single legitimate 
goal, that the revolutionary general strike was the most effective 
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tactic, and that workers should not negotiate with their enemies 
or accept reformist measures. One new element appeared in their 
analysis. They now saw international cartels as crucial to main- 
taining world capitalism. Consequently, they began to emphasize 
an internationalist position that assigned secondary importance to 
national factors inside the movement.!8® ; 

Syndicalists developed what they called workers’ politics 
(politica obrera), a formulation which held that unions or federa- 
tions should adopt no set ideology because their very existence 
constituted a revolutionary political act and the imposition of a 
particular set of ideas would only prove divisive. They postulated 
that the revolutionary general strike could not succeed until a 
higher level of organization emerged and that therefore actions 
should seek limited goals within the existing framework. Trans- 
lated into practical terms, syndicalists now negotiated with the 
government or local authorities to settle disputes. On several occa- 
sions, particularly when the FOM either threatened or called a 
strike, they mediated conflict through political bargaining. Thus, 
although in theory they had not abandoned revolutionary goals, 
in reality they became increasingly narrow unionists.*? 

In Argentina, as elsewhere, political parties also tried to organize 
workers. The Communist Party, formed in 1920 by dissident 
Socialists, elected candidates to municipal office in Buenos Aires, 
Córdoba, and Rosario during the 1920s. The Socialists increasingly 
turned their backs on the labor movement, concentrating on elec- 
toral politics. In 1917, for example, the party dissolved its internal 
committee for labor, saying that “the union movement is an 
autonomous movement that has its own ends and tactics and for 
that reason the party that fights exclusively for political goals 
should not maintain direct nor intimate relations with it.”?? Social- 
ists often took stands that alienated specific groups of workers. 
For example, they denounced President Hipólito Yrigoyen's “soft 
policy” toward railroad strikes (led by syndicalists), which allowed 
wage increases, because many companies then raised freight rates, 
thus leading to higher consumer costs. Similarly, their policy of 
treating working-class issues exclusively within a parliamentary 
context gained little union support. It totally excluded immigrant 
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workers, who could not vote. Socialism increasingly appealed to 
the higher-paid members of the working class, such as the elite 
among railroad workers, who could afford to accept parliamentary 
gradualism as a valid strategy. Socialists thus consciously courted 
middle groups over blue-collar workers.?! 

Before 1924, the movement maintained a high level of activity, 
and constant strikes marked the years after 1916. Maritime 
workers, meat packers, women cigarette workers, and urban 
tenants all engaged in protracted struggles in the face of opposition 
from employers and the state. The first industry-wide organiza- 
tions also emerged in the 1920s, a factor that aided railroaders 
in winning the first industry-wide collective contract in the country 
and that forced the companies to recognize their unions as legiti- 
mate bargaining agents. Despite divisions, attempts to unify all 
workers into one central organization persisted; and at times such 
as the Semana Tragica labor groups temporarily acted in concert. 
Specific organizations displayed signs of reaching higher levels of 
struggle. The FOM called over 90 percent of its strikes during this 
period in solidarity with other workers, using its powerful position 
to aid those with less chance of successfully defending their 
rights.?? , 

After 1924, workers’ activity declined for several reasons. The 
burst of activity from 1916 to 1924 and the cost of facing constant 
government opposition seemed to drain collective energies. After a 
time, continual calls for general strikes turned workers away 
from collective action. The sterile ideological debates between rival 
leaders that often dominated workers’ assemblies alienated those 
who wanted concrete solutions. Repression eliminated many mili- 
tants and convinced others that safety lay in tolerating existing 
conditions. Some workers adopted reformists positions and bar- 
gained within the established system, occasionally encouraged by 
the Radical governments (1916-1930), which hoped to enlist 
working-class voters. At times, the rank and file resisted this trend, 
but the, ability of leadership to win concrete benefits tipped the 
balance against those backing militant action. As the data in 
Table 5 suggest, the economic situation influenced the slump in 
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TABLE 5. REAL SALARY, COST OF LIVING, NUMBER OF STRIKES, AND 
NUMBER OF STRIKERS IN BUENOS AIRES, 1924-1929 


Real Salary Cost of 


Living 
(Index Nos., (Index Nos., Number of Number of ; 
Year 1929 = 100) 1914 = 100) Strikes Strikers 
1924 85 128.9 77 277,071 
1925 89 125.6 89 39,142 
1926 90 122.4 67 15,880 
1927 95 120.8 58 38,236 
1928 101 119.1 135 22,170 
1929 100 120.8 113 28,271 


Source: Rubens Iscaro, Origen y desarrollo del movimiento 
sindical argentino (Buenos Aires, 1958), pp. 137 n. 94, 140 n. 98. 


workers’ activity. After 1924, real salaries rose and the cost of 
living declined. From a peak in 1924, the total number of strikers 
fell, as did the average number of participants per strike. Two 
hypotheses are appropriate here: First, a greater number of 
workers were at least temporarily content with their situation, a 
phenomenon not uncommon in periods of rising real wages. 
Second, after 1924, most activity occurred in smaller enterprises, 
in which workers got lower wages and in which the worst working 
conditions prevailed. That explains the increase in activity and the 
simultaneous decline in the average number of strikers. As real 
wages of industrial workers rose, those employed in small estab- 
lishments attempted to equalize the gains made by workers in 
larger workplaces. On a more general level, the lessened labor 
activity suggests that when significant segments of the working 
class can improve their situation by bargaining, the level of 
militancy may temporarily fall. In other words, given the lack of 
unity on revolutionary aims and the level of employer and govern- 
ment opposition to violent action, ameliorative solutions proved 
momentarily effective. 


64 ORGANIZED LABOR IN LATIN AMERICA 


LABOR EXPANSION 
White-Collar Groups 


The war period and the 1920s accelerated long-term economic 
trends already in evidence before 1914, The industrial sector con- 
tinued to grow; consequently, industry hired greater numbers of 
workers and employed more nonindustrial (i.e., white-collar) 
workers. At the same time, bureaucracies expanded rapidly as the 
state administered ever more complex economies. By 1930, for 
example, public employees and teachers already composed a 
significant white-collar group. During the 1920s, foreign invest- 
ment poured into Latin America, and U.S. capital supplanted 
British as the single most important source of outside monies. In 
1914, U.S. investment totaled 17 percent of all foreign capital; 
by 1930, it reached some $3.6 billion, or 40 percent of the total. 
Foreign capital invested in the industrial sector, but it also 
gained control over raw materials such as oil and set up large agri- 
cultural enterprises that produced primarily for export. On these 
huge estates a rural proletariat emerged, forming a separate stratum 
within the working class. These trends unfolded unevenly across 
the continent, but in almost every nation, white-collar workers 
and rural proletarians actively engaged in bettering their lives 
during the 1920s.2% 

White-collar workers suffered the same economic hardships 
during the war as blue-collar workers. Communist and reformist 
socialist parties particularly attracted white-collar groups. Unlike 
most other parties, neither preached immediate, violent revolution, 
and both promised a better future. Persons embracing either could 
participate in a movement against the system while remaining 
inside it. Aided by the objective reality of vast inequality of 
wealth and privilege, Communists and reformists pitched their 
appeals to both white- and blue-collar workers, and their cam- 
paigns in unions and in elections helped rouse white-collar workers 
to action for the first time. Workers who wished to link the inter- 
national struggle to their own and who desired far-reaching changes 
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within society generally opted for a Communist position; those who 
viewed the struggle as limited primarily to short-range solutions 
more often chose reformism. 

White-collar organization developed slowly. In Brazil, employees 
participated in the protests against the high cost of living and often 
sympathized (passively or actively) with industrial workers’ de- . 
mands. Their first solid organization, the Sao Paulo Association of 
Employees in Commerce, counted 30,000 members; but as of 
1930, it had attempted no major actions of its own. Bolivian bank 
workers organized in 1930; Colombian white-collar groups or- 
ganized in 1932. In most countries, the same legal impediments 
that faced blue-collar workers also faced white-collar groups. 
Bolivian law expressly prohibited teachers’ strikes, and when tele- 
graph workers attempted to unionize, the government banned all 
such activities.? 

White-collar organizations advanced furthest in Chile and 
Argentina. In Chile, primary school teachers founded a federation 
in 1915. Three years later, they called a strike; in 1922, they called 
a second. That same year, primary and secondary school teachers 
formed an organization that the dictatorship of Carlos Ibáñez 
deemed strong enough and sufficiently “subversive” to dissolve in 
1929. Employees of industrial firms mobilized in this period, too. 
In 1919, employees in the coal zone of Lota called a strike, and 
related movements broke out in at least two other areas. In 1920, 
the Federation of Coal Employees initiated a general strike; three 
years later, bank workers did the same. In 1925, employees 
attempted to form a national organization on the basis of existing 
federations in five cities and incorporating other white-collar 
groups. In that same year, a national white-collar political associ- 
ation emerged, and its candidate won 80,000 votes in the presiden- 
tial election. Middle-group agitation reached such a point that, as 
one contemporary observed, “the real class struggle broke out 
between the petit bourgeoisie educated in the secondary schools 
and the traditional society.”?2 

A weak federation of employees in commerce formed in 
Argentina before the war. In 1919, however, militants took control 
and called a strike against the leading department store in Buenos 
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Aires, demanding an eight-hour day. When management resisted, 
the struggle broadened. The printers’ union supported the action by 
refusing to set any advertising for the store. At that point, the em- 
ployers staged a lockout and got the Liga Patriótica, a strike- 
breaking association, to supply people to occupy posts in the store 
and in print shops. The countermove worked, and the federation, 
hampered by the fact that most employees had little union experi- 
ence or preparation for a lengthy strike, admitted defeat. Teachers, 
newspapermen, bank employees, and communications workers also 
formed unions and waged struggles for their rights. Teachers in 
Mendoza fought a particularly bitter campaign centering on aca- 
demic freedom and economic issues. Women led the way in that 
local movement, which included two general strikes against both 
provincial and national authorities. Despite repressive tactics, in- 
cluding firings and harassment of union members, the teachers’ 
association survived.”® 


Rural Workers 


Workers in the countryside also mobilized during these years. 
Communists, although by no means the only ones to help organize 
rural workers, played an important role in the expansion of the 
labor movement. For several reasons, most large-scale rural actions 
involved foreign companies. The largest number of wage earners 
outside urban centers worked for foreign-owned mines, oil fields, 
large plantations, or cattle ranches. Working and living conditions 
on these foreign enclaves (as on native-owned rural estates) were 
dismal. Furthermore, the Communist anti-imperialist campaign 
called for concrete action against foreign corporations, and large 
rural holdings presented ideal targets. 

The United Fruit Company’s vast estates throughout the 
Caribbean basin and Central America became a major scene of 
turmoil. In Colombia, workers on the corporation’s Santa Marta 
banana plantations presented a series of demands in 1928 that 
included improvements in living conditions and economic benefits. 
The company refused to negotiate. The workers then walked out, 
and the government sent troops at the manager’s request. While 
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the soldiers protected strikebreakers, the military commander tried 
to impose a solution favorable to the company. Clashes between the 
military and the strikers ensued, during which at least one hundred 
workers died. In the aftermath, the government jailed numerous 
activists, particularly persecuting the Communists who had helped 
to organize the movement. Banana workers in Honduras called a ? 
stoppage in 1930, but the government quickly crushed the action. 
A second strike, in 1932, ended with similar results, and authorities 
deported its leaders. Unrest on United Fruit Company lands in 
Guatemala and Costa Rica ended in the same way. In the latter 
country, the foreign management successfully defied a government- 
negotiated settlement.?” 

Workers also struggled against foreign-owned oil, mining, and 
land development enterprises. In 1922, a strike stopped production 
at the Colombian subsidiary of the Tropical Oil Company (in turn 
controlled by Standard Oil of New Jersey, a Rockefeller com- 
pany—now Exxon), but the protest came to naught. Two years 
later, workers demonstrated against higher pay scales awarded 
foreign workers and miserable work conditions, under which as 
much as 40 percent of the labor force required some hospitalization 
annually. The company, like other foreign corporations, refused to 
meet with the workers. Finally, the government dictated a solution 
that included improved health measures but no wage increases. The 
workers, exhausted by the lengthy struggle, accepted the pact. But 
once the movement subsided, the company fired 1,200 persons 
associated with the strike, and the government jailed some of its 
leaders. Four years later, when the company refused to consider 
even a token raise, workers again struck. After twenty days, during 
which 20,000 to 30,000 persons remained idle, the company won. 
Government troops again played a decisive role, and the authorities 
arrested and deported the strike leaders.?8 

Labor unrest at the joint U.S.—British-owned South American 
Oil and Development Company in Ecuador further illustrates diffi- 
culties encountered by organizers in rural areas. In 1919, only the 
intervention of government forces foiled a strike against the con- 
cern’s gold and diamond mining operations. Ten years later, despite 
constant attempts, the workers still had no union because the com- 
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pany dismissed anyone suspected of sympathizing with the idea. In 
1934, workers finally formed an organization, but it could not 
function effectively because of continued company hostility. 
Peruvian petroleum workers and miners and Colombian coffee 
workers organized between 1916 and 1930, but government re- 
pression, ccmpany intransigence, and the workers’ vulnerability to 
both limited efforts to sporadic actions and infrequent successes.?? 

A limited amount of organization among peasants also occurred 
in the 1920s, and as in earlier years, occasional peasant uprisings 
swept across the usually placid landscape. In,[ca, Peru, a peasants’ 
federation called work stoppages against various large estates but 
met with brutal repression. In 1932, a campesino uprising at Izalco, 
El Salvador, ended in the massacre of over 10,000 persons. Com- 
munists played a leading role in organizing peasants in several 
countries. At the Peruvian Communist Party’s 1930 plenum, for 
example, delegates representing some 30,000 Indians belonging to 
peasant federations addressed the meeting in Quechua, their native 
language. A peasants’ convention in 1921 sponsored by the Chilean 
FOCh united eleven delegations that claimed 2,600 members, and 
by 1925, it had organized over 5,000 peasants.30 

In addition to the Communists, urban organizers of other per- 
suasions moved into the countryside, where they met with similar 
opposition. Bitter strikes erupted in the territories of Chaco, 
Formosa, and Misiones in the Argentine northeast and in the sugar 
mills and mines of Cuyo, Jujuy, and Salta provinces. Aided by 
militants of both the FORA and the FOM, workers for La Forestal, 
the foreign-controlled tannin and quebracho monopoly, struck in 
1919, 1920, and 1921. The corporation finally responded by taking 
matters totally into its own hands, locking out the workers, and 
using its private army to hunt down strikers. These measures 
succeeded in crushing widespread unrest on company lands.** 

Another important rural movement with urban connections 
occurred in Patagonia. Helped by the anarchosyndicalist Workers’ 
Federation of Rio Gallegos, workers in that city and on nearby 
estates slowly organized against ranchers and local businessmen, 
many of them foreigners. After a series of negotiations on demands 
for better living and working conditions, the situation-reached an 
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impasse in 1921. At that point, the workers laid down their tools, 
paralyzing production in the whole area. The Radical government 
reacted to the employers’ pleas for help and to highly exaggerated 
reports of burning, looting, and rapine by sending the national 
army. The troops quickly “normalized” the situation by massacring 


thousands of unarmed persons, most of them after they had sur- - 


rendered peacefully. The slaughter reverberated among urban 
workers, and the FORA IX called a brief general strike in protest. 
The Patagonian drama did not end there. In 1923, a worker killed 
the officer who had commanded the military expedition and was, 
in turn, assassinated in jail. His summary execution triggered an- 
other short general strike by the country’s leading labor organiza- 
tions. By that time, however, most Patagonian organizations had 
been destroyed.*? 


RULING-CLASS REACTION 
Repression 


Although the vast majority of workers remained outside any 
organization or political party, labor’s real, untapped power 
could no longer be ignored after World War I. Its potential to 
mobilize increasing numbers did not escape unnoticed within the 
ruling class. Accordingly, local governments moved to protect 
privilege and property in two ways: repression aimed at all forms 
of workers’ organizations and meliorative socialist legislation. At 
the same time, private citizens formed organizations designed to 
combat workers’ protests. 

Four specific factors motivated official action against workers. 
First, although organized labor seldom threatened long-range 
political stability or even toppled governments, massive stoppages 
in larger metropolitan centers indicated its growing power and a 
willingness to use that power. Moreover, individual strikes tempo- 
rarily weakened the national economy and hurt profits. Second, 
unionization, collective bargaining, or picket lines restricted “free” 
competition on the labor market by impeding workers from com- 
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peting against one another for jobs or by preventing others from 
working. Liberals, in particular, argued that all collective com- 
binations violated individual rights and that for this reason alone 
workers’ organizations should be controlled if allowed to exist at 
all. Third, strikes or demonstrations often boiled over into rioting 
or other expressions of class rage. Such occurrences disrupted 
social peace and resulted in extensive property damage and public 
expense. Fourth, any workers’ agitation raised the specter of the 
Soviet Revolution. Communism as an international, anti-imperialist 
movement represented an unparalleled challenge. Whereas anarch- 
ists or syndicalists had relied primarily on lócal resources, Com- 
munists enjoyed the actual or potential backing of a foreign power 
and a base from which to operate. Ideologies that espoused immedi- 
ate violent revolution could be countered by force, but Com- 
munism’s blueprint for long-term struggle combined with immediate 
action made it harder to combat. As a result, in almost every 
country, governments singled out Communists as prime targets for 
repression. 

Additional working-class actions suffered armed violence. 
Chilean troops killed over a thousand striking miners. In Bolivia, 
untold numbers of miners fell victim to government repression in 
1914, 1919, and 1923, and those incidents merely represent lead- 
ing examples of force directed against miners. Peruvian agrarian 
protests nearly always met harsh treatment, resulting in countless 
casualties.** 

Authorities constantly harassed meetings, denied permission for 
demonstrations, arrested organizers and labor leaders, employed 
paid agitators to provoke workers into illegal acts that then gave 
police an opportunity to beat or detain people, used informers, and 
closed unions or working-class cultural organizations. The iaw 
sanctioned many of these actions. In Peru, the dictator Sanchez 
Cerro summarily dissolved the Confederación Regional de 
Trabajadores Peruanos in 1930, terming it “subversive of public 
order.” The working-class press also suffered. Police closed or sus- 
pended, among many others, the Brazilian Communist paper, A 
Voz do Povo; Amauta, organ of the Peruvian left in the 1920s; and 
the Chilean anarchist publishing house, Numen. Governments also 
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collaborated in tracking suspicious persons. In 1922, for example, 
Argentina, Brazil, Chile, and Uruguay sent delegations to an inter- 
national police conference in order to co-ordinate the activities of 
their respective “red squads.”3* 

Most governments encountered little difficulty passing laws 
legalizing police action against workers. A 1927 Brazilian law 
allowed police to close union meeting places at will. The Argentine 
Law of Residence and Law of Social Defense gave authorities 
ample leeway to arrest almost anyone and to deport foreign-born 
workers. In Colombia, a law, ostensibly drawn up to protect 
workers, stipulated that they could stop work but not engage in any 
further action. As a result, strikes proved virtually untenable in all 
but those trades involving highly skilled workers (a small per- 
centage of the total). Employers could freely replace those who 
refused to work, and strikers could not act without risking con- 
frontation with the police. 

State authorities also encouraged nationalism, at times an effec- 
tive weapon against labor. They attributed most labor problems to 
foreign influence and equated patriotism with a tranquil, law- 
abiding working class. Ruling-class propaganda and representatives 
particularly singled out Communists as foreign agents. During the 
Semana Tragica, rumors abounded that Russian undercover agents 
plotted strikes throughout the Platine basin; foreign agitators in 
direct communication with Moscow supposedly organized the 1932 
Central American disturbances.* 

Union opposition to World War I calling on workers not to 
participate in an imperialist conflict, working-class support for the 
Russian Revolution, and the attendance of proletarian delegates at 
peace conferences calling for labor co-operation to end all wars 
served as “proof” for local governments that many workers’ organi- 
zations represented antipatriotic elements. In areas where substan- 
tial numbers of Jews participated in actions, anti-Semitism often 
showed itself. So-called patriotic vigilante groups marked Jews for 
special persecution in Argentina. Uruguayan officials closed a 
Jewish cultural center and deported several of its members in the 
early 1920s. In addition, governments of several nations deported 
numerous workers of foreign origin.37 
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Industrialists and private citizens often supplemented state 
efforts against labor. The Sáo Paulo Industrialists’ Association cir- 
culated black lists, kept tabs on workers it deemed undesirable, and 
co-operated closely with the police. A similar Chilean organization, 
founded in 1922 with 78 member firms, expanded to include 1,075 
establishments the next year. Many companies, even if not mem- 
bers of a business association, employed both spies to ferret out or- 
ganizers and company police to maintain control over workers. In 
some factories, owners divided workers into competing ethnic 
groups to prevent workers’ solidarity. Industry-wide lockouts, often 
instituted in response to a strike in one factory, could throw 
thousands of innocent people out of work. Employers thus hoped 
to pit workers against each other and provoke government inter- 
vention. When workers protested mass firings or wage cuts during 
economic recessions, owners used lockouts to double advantage: 
They reduced excessive inventory and eliminated worker resistance. 
The actions of a Santos owner exemplify yet another strategy: He 
fired all 1,200 of his workers after a strike and then, taking ad- 
vantage of the existing oversupply of labor, replaced them in the 
next six weeks.?8 

Private organizations such as the Argentine Asociación de Libre 
Trabajo, the Uruguayan Liga del Trabajo Libre, and the Chilean 
Liga Patriótica represent another type of antilabor, procapitalist 
force. They provided and protected strikebreakers, sometimes 
smashing strikes even when they had not been asked to do so by 
employers. The Liga Patriótica Argentina, composed of youth from 
elite families and hired gunmen, forcefully broke strikes, systema- 
tically hunted persons suspected of subversive ideas, and supplied 
thugs (many of them convicts serving long jail terms and especially 
paroled for this service) to staff private company police forces. All 
these associations styled themselves as patriotic defenders of law 
and order against foreignism and subversion.?* 


Legislation 


Governments passed additional social legislation during this 
period. These laws, which formed the second prong of the ruling- 
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class counteroffensive against labor, had two general aims: They 
placed labor under state control to help assure that it would pursue 
a docile, nonviolent course, and they projected the image of a state 
that cared for workers by protecting them from the worst abuses of 
employers. Legislators hoped that that image would lead workers 
to support the existing system. Accordingly, parties in power and - 
those out of office at times pushed for social legislation. Catholics 
also supported such laws as an integral part of the social program 
outlined in papal pronouncements. External factors aided, too. The 
peace agreements ending the European War, signed by most Latin 
American nations, included a basic charter of labor rights and 
committed the signatories to implement them. Although few Latin 
American countries fulfilled these provisions, their existence 
strengthened the cause of those favoring social legislation. Still, 
laws only grudgingly won approval. Most conservatives believed 
that armed force provided the best response to working-class 
demands. 

The workers’ drive for social legislation derived directly from 
objective conditions. During the 1920s, these had changed little 
from the conditions that had prevailed before the war. Hours re- 
mained long, companies installed few safety measures or none at 
all, and arbitrary disciplinary rules regulated job conditions. Few 
employers recognized unions as legitimate bargaining agents, and 
insecurity of employment and wages characterized almost every 
work situation. Furthermore, owners often ignored protective laws, 
preferring to pay the paltry fines when caught for doing so. 

A brief look at prevailing working and living conditions shows 
why workers demanded immediate and substantial improvements. 
A Bolivian congressional commission in 1919, for example, learned 
that miners had to endure twenty-four-hour shifts. Brazilian 
workers, including women and children (who in some areas made 
up as much as one-third of the industria] labor force), labored an 
average of ten hours daily, six days a week. A government survey 
in that same country calculated that minimum food requirements 
for an average family cost four times the average wage in 1919. A 
Cuban study estimated that food alone required 60 percent of a 
worker’s pay, and a similar survey in Chile concluded that the 
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figure stood between 80 and 90 percent. Such circumstances made 
it mandatory for women and older children to work in order to sup- 
port their families. Most workers also lived in substandard housing. 
The Peruvian census of 1920 listed 28 percent of Lima’s occupied 
housing as uninhabitable and found that 25 percent of all families 
lived in one room. In Santiago, fewer than one in five slum 
dwellings was classified as livable.*% 

Governments or enlightened legislators in some countries re- 
sponded to workers’ demands. Between 1919 and 1926, Brazil 
adopted compensation for victims of somg_industrial accidents, 
required factory inspections, and passed a series of laws protecting 
workers under eighteen years of age. Later, railroad pensions and 
Sunday rest laws complemented these, as did an official commission 
created to oversee existing legislation and draft additional 
measures. Other countries passed similar laws, but enforcement 
everywhere remained scanty at best, and large sectors of the pro- 
letariat remained outside their scope.*! 

In areas where a large proportion of the working class could and 
did vote, a number of political parties and politicians backed social 
legislation. They thus hoped both to rally workers’ support and to 
protect the system from substantial or violent social change. The 
second administration of José Batlle y Ordóñez in Uruguay (1911- 
1915), for example, marked a high tide of labor and social legisla- 
tion. By the end of his term, laws guaranteed the right to strike, an 
eight-hour day, minimum wages, old-age pensions, compensation 
for industrial accidents, a state-run insurance system, and better 
working conditions for urban workers. +? 

Two other presidents, Arturo Alessandri of Chile (1920-1924) 
and Hipólito Yrigoyen in Argentina (1916-1922, 1928-1930), 
attempted to win labor support and keep labor peace. Alessandri 
bid for working-class votes in his 1920 presidential campaign. He 
promised a séries of reforms that included labor legislation, and 
his election indicated that the strategy may have worked. In addi- 
tion, widespread discontent had swept the country in previous 
years, and the appeal aimed to prevent more violence. However, 
once Alessandri took office, his proposals met little success. Con- 
servatives, most of them from rural areas and therefore less attuned 
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to urban problems, blocked his legislative program, and he did not 
even attempt to implement many of his campaign promises con- 
cerning social issues.* 

The Argentine Radical Party, which elected Yrigoyen president 
in 1916, competed with the Socialists for urban votes. Once in 
power, it continued to voice approval for reformist labor causes., 
The Radicals sponsored some social legislation between 1916 and 
1930, most of it aimed either at courting elite working-class groups, 
such as railroaders, or at enhancing the government’s image by 
mandating stricter enforcement of existing laws. 

Yrigoyen, and to a lesser extent his successor, Marcelo T. Alvear 
(1922-1928), built a close relationship with reformist elements 
among the labor movement. On several occasions, Yrigoyen used 
his office to mediate labor disputes by talking to syndicalists and 
Socialists; and at times, he succeeded in settling or preventing 
strikes. The Radicals worked most closely with the railway unions. 
Delegates from these bodies frequently met with the president and 
appointed representatives to a government agency that ruled on 
conditions governing railroad workers. These unusual procedures 
were mutually advantageous. Reformist leaders strengthened their 
positions by delivering concrete economic benefits and by avoiding 
what could have been long and costly strikes. The Radicals hoped 
to combat Socialist influence within the unions, which totaled over 
100,000 members, many of them voters. The Radicals also helped 
to prevent labor unity in this vital sector by encouraging a split 
between reformists and militants. Labor peace, moreover, increased 
the Radical government’s prestige in office and reduced the possi- 
bility of criticism from the Conservative opposition or the armed 
forces. The Radical strategy paid some dividends in that the prin- 
cipal rail union renounced its “revolutionary aims with the hope of 
furthering the implementation of workers’ benefits and wages with 
the government,” thus ultimately dedicating itself to securing “a 
better standard of living within the capitalist system.”** Further- 
more, there is some evidence that the Radicals garnered working- 
class votes. And the Radicals enhanced their nationalist image by 
supporting railroad workers, because most of them toiled for 
foreign companies.*° 
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Although some credit for the Argentine movement’s decline after 
1924 belongs to the Radicals, their labor policies had strict limits. 
In 1919, the government used massive force to crush workers’ pro- 
tests throughout the country, as it later did in Patagonia. In the 
final analysis, the Radical posture toward the working class re- 
sembled that of most liberal parties: Co-opt when possible, and 
repress those elements advocating radical change. 

Three nations—Argentina, Brazil, and Chile—all contemplated 
passing comprehensive labor codes during these years, but the 
results differed according to local circumstances. A pair of variables 
conditioned this process: the composition of local ruling classes 
and the strength of national labor movements. In Brazil, a national 
labor code never materialized. The conservative and relatively 
unified ruling class did not need to approve comprehensive labor 
legislation because the working class posed no real threat. Nor did 
any liberal middle groups appear to champion labor’s cause in the 
government or the National Congress. 

In Argentina, the attempt to pass a labor code in the 1920s also 
failed, but for different reasons than in Brazil. Although a strong 
and relatively unified ruling class existed there, a liberal segment of 
it, represented by the Radicals, controlled the presidency at the 
time, and furthermore, the Argentine labor movement possessed 
substantial clout. But because the proposed code endowed the 
government with extensive powers over labor, nearly all organiza- 
tions and ideological tendencies violently opposed it. When 
Radicals first presented the legislation in the National Congress, a 
quickly mounted protest campaign, culminating in a mass rally of 
over 100,000 workers in Buenos Aires, convinced the government 
to drop its plans. The retreat was an immediate response to fears of 
a mass uprising similar to the one that occurred in 1919. It also 
stemmed from the fact that rural-based Conservatives, who con- 
trolled the Senate, threatened to block the bill. They feared that 
the code’s powers would allow the Radicals to manipulate labor 
and stay'in office. Furthermore, some still argued that there was no 
need for this type of legislation because the police or armed forces 
could control worker unrest.*6 

In Chile, a unified ruling class split on the issue of labor’ lesa 
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tion. Rural representatives opposed a labor code, whereas urban 
elements favored it as a means to prevent unrest and extend state 
control over labor. Liberals, as in other areas, supported it, giving 
the measure a chance of passing the National Congress. Workers 
opposed the code as an outright instrument of state control, but 
they did not have the strength to force the government to withdraw ` 
1t. Conservatives, however, blocked the legislation. The situation 
changed when the military overthrew Alessandri in 1924. The 
ruling junta passed a series of labor laws by decree, and the Con- 
servative Ibáñez, who followed in office, further extended the legis- 
lation.*? 

The Chilean code prefigured laws that other Latin American 
governments instituted after 1930 in the effort to co-opt and con- 
trol labor by guaranteeing basic rights while placing stringent con- 
trols over the exercise of them. Specifically, the code legalized 
working-class organizations but subjected them to a series of 
restrictions both in their formation and in their functioning. All 
unions had to register with the National Labor Department to 
receive legal recognition, a provision that allowed the government 
to approve only those unions considered safe and ensured that all 
legal organizations adhere to the regulations. The law also stipu- 
lated that government inspectors could attend union meetings, thus 
formalizing the gathering of intelligence for state use. By making 
the process of unionization relatively difficult for urban workers 
(and impossible for rural ones) and by splitting white- and blue- 
collar workers into separate legal categories, these laws encouraged 
a divided and relatively unorganized working class. The code also 
gave workers increased accident benefits and coverage, created 
labor tribunals on which the state held a deciding vote for concilia- 
tion and arbitration of labor conflicts, instituted obligatory sickness 
and old-age insurance, regularized the functioning of cooperatives, 
and strictly regimented collective contracts.*® 


THE DEPRESSION AS CATALYST: THE CUBAN CASE 


The first years of the Great Depression brought a sharp decline 
in labor activity across the continent. Repressive regimes, economic 
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hardships including massive unemployment, and the general fall 
in militancy during the late 1920s all contributed to that decline. In 
Cuba, however, the opposite proved true: The Depression served 
as a catalyst that generated one of the period’s major explosions of 
labor activity. 

The world economic disaster of 1929 reverberated throughout 
Latin America and produced a sharp decline in economic activity. 
The resulting general dislocations and social tensions led to a series 
of military coups that toppled constitutional governments. The new 
regimes took conservative positions and, in*most cases, forcefully 
repressed the labor movement as a potentially disruptive force in a 
time of crisis. Where the movement had weak roots, governments 
easily curtailed almost all forms of working-class expression. In 
some areas, however, a limited resistance occurred, usually led by 
Communists. In Argentina, for example, the Communists’ organi- 
zational skills and party discipline allowed them to mobilize workers 
against the right-wing military government despite unfavorable 
conditions. Two outstanding struggles of the early 1930s involved 
the meat-packing industry in greater Buenos Aires and petroleum 
workers in Comodoro Rivadavia. In both cases, workers, supported 
by Communists, fought back against wage cuts and dismissals and 
continued to ask for better working conditions among other 
demands.*® 

In Cuba, however, the Depression produced a very different 
effect. The Revolution of 1933 and its aftermath, in which the 
urban and rural proletariats played major roles, represents one of 
the most important periods of working-class activity in Latin 
America. In addition, practically all the long-term trends found 
throughout the continent between World War 1 and the Depression 
manifested themselves in Cuba. The island’s labor history is thus 
a study in microcosm of the period.* 

Strikes erupted in Cuba, as elsewhere, during the war period and 
for much the same reasons. After that time, conflicting ideologies 
rent the ranks of labor, although the majority of organizations re- 
mained in the hands of anarchosyndicalists. In the province of 
Camagiiey, to cite an extreme case, railroad workers split along 
several lines: Socialists and non-Socialists, employees and workers, 
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Cubans and Spaniards. The collapse of the sugar boom in 1920 
brought economic chaos but also led to organizational and ideo- 
logical advances. That year, a congress attempted to found a 
national organization capable of channeling all workers’ demands. 
For the first time in Cuba, delegates took clear-cut class positions, 
calling for a revolutionary working-class movement. The planned * 
federation did not materialize, but the idea prepared the ground 
for the future. At the same time, the movement gathered strength. 
As workers banded together to fight the erosion of their wages 
caused by inflation, they eventually realized that economic im- 
provements alone could not change their situation. More often 
than not, they included the rights to organize and to strike in their 
demands. Protest, however, drew only repression. The impact of 
the Russian Revolution also proved important as students, intellec- 
tuals, and workers grasped its implication for the working class, 
leading to the gradual formation of Communist groups.*! 

The year 1925 produced three key events. First, Gerardo 
Machado became president, a post he occupied until driven from 
office in 1933. As the representative of foreign interests and the 
Cuban bourgeoisie, he promised a law-and-order administration, 
boasting publicly that “no strike would last more than 24 hours.” 
Second, a national labor organization, the Confederación Nacional 
Obrera de Cuba (CNOC) emerged. It formulated a set of eco- 
nomic demands and dedicated itself to class struggle and direct 
action. At first, anarchosyndicalists controlled CNOC, but by 1927 
a Communist majority existed. Third, shortly after CNOC’s for- 
mation, several Communist groups founded the Cuban Communist 
Party. Its program outlined a series of working-class aspirations 
that included the interests of agricultural workers, marking the first 
time a Cuban working-class organization had given such attention 
to nonurban sectors. 

The labor movement remained divided, however. Anarchosyndi- 
calists preached class warfare but avoided direct political action 
by operating totally outside an electoral or legal union framework. 
Reformists held that workers should seek economic and social im- 
provements within the legal system. Government-sponsored unions, 
headed by corrupt leaders who took their orders directly from 
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Machado, further weakened the ranks of labor after 1925. And the 
Communists maintained yet a different position. Following the 
party’s general analysis, they held that economic demands formed 
an important part of any working-class program, but as a means 
toward the overthrow of capitalism, not as an end in themselves. 

The struggle between workers and the government intensified 
after 1925. The Communists, in particular, pushed to extend 
working-class organization. Workers slowly learned from the day- 
to-day struggle that strength lay in organization and solidarity 
among themselves. They also increasingly put their new knowledge 
to the test. At first, those in one factory would strike or initiate a 
job action; then, those in several factories in the same trade would 
take action; and finally, those in a given region or series of related 
trades would act together. The Machado government reacted force- 
fully against this growing threat, unleashing armed violence against 
strikes and murdering as many as 150 labor leaders.*? 

The Communist Party and other labor groups continued to 
organize in the face of repression. In 1930, Machado outlawed the 
CNOC and closed the national university. In response, the con- 
federation, aided by progressive student groups, called a general 
strike to regain its legality and restore all civil liberties. Approxi- 
mately 200,000 persons participated in the twenty-four-hour pro- 
test, but they faced severe police repression. The action represented 
the first mass mobilization called by the party and CNOC. Both 
learned from it that urban protest alone could not topple Machado. 
After 1930, they concentrated on organizing the agricultural 
Sector” 

That new strategy flowed from objective conditions within Cuba 
and from its dependency on the United States. Agricultural 
workers, above all those in the sugar industry, formed the largest 
segment of the working class, numbering about 400,000 out of a 
population of 3 million. They lacked organization, and primitive 
working and living conditions prevailed throughout the industry. 
Foreigners, mostly North Americans, controlled a major portion of 
the sugar industry, the banking sector, railroads, most public 
utilities, and other assorted businesses. U.S. investment had grown 
from $50 million in 1896 to $265 million in 1915 and $1.5 billion 
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in 1928, giving North American capitalism the dominant position 
within the Cuban economy. Furthermore, Cuba depended on the 
U.S. market to sell its sugar, and any rise in tariffs on sugar would 
severely damage the nation’s economic health. Under the Platt 
Amendment (ratified in 1903), the United States could legally 
intervene in Cuba, even to the extent of using military force. By © 
the 1930s, however, the mere threat of U.S. action usually proved 
sufficient to produce internal changes, because the Cuban 
bourgeoisie recognized the impact of the pressures that could be 
applied. 

Under these circumstances, the Communists’ anti-imperialist 
analysis appealed to a broad spectrum within Cuban society. 
Middle groups resented their nation’s relative impotence in deter- 
mining its own affairs. Workers for foreign companies, although 
perhaps not understanding the party’s sophisticated analysis, 
clearly understood, through their everyday experience on the job, 
that foreigners exploited them. For these reasons, foreign com- 
panies, particularly those in the sugar sector, presented ideal targets 
for labor organization.** 

Despite government and company pressures, Communists, 
CNOC members, and progressive student organizers fanned out 
into the countryside during 1931 and 1932. These excerpts from 
two personal accounts of the organizing effort illustrate its nature: 


The Confederation [CNOC] did not need much money, as its 
organizers could travel free on buses, many of which were driven 
by comrades; and upon arriving at a village or mill, they gave 
organizers food and found them a place to sleep and often offered 
them clothing. Organizers often arrived without a cent in their 
pockets. 


I was at a mill for three days during a strike. By day I hid in an 
abandoned hut and drank sugar cane juice, and only. went out at 
night to walk through many miles of cane to distribute propaganda 
among the comrades. 55 


The recruiting drive soon paid dividends. In December 1932, a 
sugar workers’ conference founded the Sindicato Nacional de 
Obreros de la Industria Azucarera (SNOIA), one of the country’s 
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first industrial groupings. The organization grew quickly and, under 
strong Communist influence, soon included a substantial propor- 
tion of those toiling in the centrales (mills). 

The world economic depression hit Cuba hard, further aggravat- 
ing a bad situation. Unemployment swelled, throwing 250,000 
heads of families out of work. In Havana province, workers earned 
less in 1931 than they had in the period from 1909 to 1910; 
between 1929 and 1933, wages fell to 50 to 70 percent of 1923 
levels. At the height of the crisis, cane cutters earned 20 to 30 
cents daily, a sum that “barely provided*them with food and 
clothing, leaving no surplus for the dead season.” (The harvest 
lasted three to four months; the rest of the year was the “dead 
season.”) By 1933, one report stated that approximately 60 per- 
cent of the population occupied a position outside the mainstream 
of the economy.*® 

As in all crises, owners protected themselves by reducing 
salaries, laying off workers, and generally increasing the level of 
exploitation. Sharp conflicts between capital and labor ensued as 
workers fought to preserve their economic position and jobs. 
Gradually, however, workers stopped trying to just keep from 
losing ground and began to take active stands by demanding im- 
provements. Simultaneously, their goals became more directly 
political, and they called for Machado’s ouster. 

Growing resentment among workers, students, and middle-sector 
liberals eventually brought matters to a head. In August 1933, a 
bus drivers’ strike quickly spread to almost all industry and com- 
merce. On August 12, under popular pressure and having lost the 
support of the army and the United States because of his inability 
to keep social order, Machado resigned. Many persons then re- 
turned to work, but the countryside still seethed with discontent. 
On August 21, workers in Camagiiey seized a local sugar mill; and 
by the end of September, thirty-six centrales, representing 30 per- 
cent of Cuba’s cane production, had been occupied. In some cases, 
strikers’ also took over mill towns and nearby ports. At certain 
locations, workers created a labor-peasant militia and spread their 
control to whole zones. Tobacco workers in Pinar del Rio, coffee 
pickers in Oriente, and people working for the Bethlehem Steel 
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Company at Daiquiri led similar actions. The claim that some mills 
set up soviets in imitation of Russian workers is probably exagger- 
ated, but a worker, a peasant, and a soldier occasionally headed 
the local government committees that often distributed land, food, 
and vital supplies to the local population.?” 

The uprising in the countryside and continued urban unrest had 
immediate repercussions in Havana. On September 3, a coup led 
by an army sergeant, Fulgencio Batista, deposed the Provisional 
Government that had replaced Machado. Ramón Grau San Martín, 
a liberal nationalist law professor, then became provisional presi- 
dent. Grau feared U.S. intervention if the situation deteriorated. He 
therefore quickly dispatched troops to dislodge workers from 
occupied areas. Thus Cuban soldiers fought Cuban workers in 
order to protect U.S.-owned property. Although this act tempo- 
rarily crushed the movement, many workers did get collective con- 
tracts for the first time, and others improved their work situation 
and economic position. 

Once the threat subsided, Grau attempted to defuse the move- 
ment by granting a number of the workers’ immediate demands. 
For example, he decreed an across-the-board 50 percent wage 
increase and the eight-hour day. He then passed legislation de- 
signed to bring labor under control and prevent future outbursts. 
One decree prohibited government employees, army personnel, and 
police from organizing. It further ruled that all unions must register 
with the Ministry of Labor and that they must submit their de- 
mands to the government before calling a strike. The decree also 
created machinery for binding arbitration in labor conflicts and 
gave government officials the right to attend union meetings, thus 
placing labor under constant surveillance. 

Nevertheless, agitation continued on a national scale. CNOC’s 
national congress in 1934 showed labor’s potential. The organiza- 
tion claimed 403,000 members in over 200 unions. Although that 
figure is probably exaggerated, the confederation did have a large- 
enough membership to pull considerable weight. At the gathering, 
Communists called for working-class unity around an anti- 
imperialist, nationalist, and revolutionary program. However, 
divisions among Communists, Grau’s followers, independents, and 
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others prevented any substantial agreement. SNOIA’s third con- 
gress that same year reflected its progress as representatives from 
103 mills endorsed a comprehensive industry-wide program.*® 

Continued domestic unrest, combined with U.S. pressure for the 
installation of a more reliable regime, resulted in Grau’s ouster early 
in 1934. His successor, Carlos Mendieta—in reality a front man 
for Batista, whose control over the army made him the real power 
—strengthened Grau’s hard-line labor policy. The government 
soon prohibited strikes against public services, protecting among 
others the Havana Electric Company, an Améfican Foreign Power 
Corporation subsidiary, which was then engaged in a protracted 
struggle with its workers. The law also outlined a series of measures 
ostensibly “to protect the right to work” but actually intended to 
break organized labor’s power by facilitating the use of strike- 
breakers and making it easier to fire union militants. 

In response, labor immediately called a general strike. 
Threatened with the potential loss of the sugar crop, Mendieta 
promulgated the Law of National Defense. It set up special tri- 
bunals to try anyone advocating violent change and ruled that 
foreigners guilty of this offense could be deported. When the strike 
continued despite these measures, the government resorted to even 
harsher acts. It dissolved all unions that refused to order their 
members back to work in twenty-four hours. Further, it suspended 
the collective contracts of those organizations that did not observe 
that proviso, opening the way for mass firings of strikers. Although 
up to 200,000 workers participated in the general strike, the gov- 
ernment, armed with the law and military hardware, proved too 
strong, and the strike ground to a halt. 

A 1935 general strike capped working-class unrest in Cuba 
during this period. Although the strike ostensibly aimed to oust 
Mendieta, in fact the workers hoped to eliminate Batista and his 
antilabor policies. As usual, the government reacted forcefully. It 
created Emergency Tribunals to try strikers and even empowered 
them to mete out death sentences in certain cases. It also mobilized 
the army and gave orders to shoot agitators on sight. These harsh 
measures, combined with a lack of labor unity stemming from 
personal and political rivalries, proved sufficient to break the strike. 
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Its failure, in conjunction with the strict application of antiworker 
legislation, momentarily reduced the movement to inactivity.5? 

Cuban events thus combined many features found throughout 
Latin America. First, ideological splits rent labor ranks. Second, 
anarchosyndicalism lost ground, and communism emerged as the 
most dynamic ideology within the movement. Third, these years 
also saw a growing class consciousness marked by attempts to build 
a unified movement and the growth of new organizations, such as 
industry-wide federations. Fourth, the ruling class repressed labor 
by force and restrictive legislation. Fifth, some governments used 
co-optive measures to pacify labor. Sixth, the movement expanded 
into new sectors, most notably agricultural workers. Seventh, the 
period produced a labor explosion that reached its peak with the 
1933 revolution. Finally, a relationship existed between the de- 
velopment of Cuban labor and the country’s economic situation. 
An obvious foreign presence and outside control over the economy 
facilitated the task of building a revolutionary movement and 
aided the Communists’ recruitment process in particular. Unlike 
other areas in Latin America, the Cuban working class suffered 
through three economic downturns (the initial years of the war, 
the crash of 1920, and then the Depression) without the interval 
of relative prosperity that had retarded the movement elsewhere. 
The prolonged crisis apparently allowed the impetus generated 
during the war to continue. As a result, reformism played a minimal 
role, and militant forces within the working class emerged as the 
strongest element. 


CONCLUSION 


The labor movement managed substantial progress during the 
expansive and explosive period despite serious obstacles. Workers 
everywhere waged massive struggles, and some won partial vic- 
tories. The Argentine movement still proved the strongest, but 
those in a half-dozen other countries also grew. In less-developed 
areas, organization remained at a low level, and the ease with 
which governments crushed unions or strikes speaks for labor’s 
precarious condition at the local and national levels. 
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External phenomena shaped many patterns. Crises within world 
capitalism led to war and then later to the Depression. War pro- 
duced economic dislocation and then a growth of exports and local 
industry. The 1920s brought relative prosperity marked by con- 
tinued industrial and urban expansion and by a steady stream of 
foreign investment. These. trends led to changes within the working 
class by increasing the number of industrial workers, enlarging 
white-collar sectors, and creating pockets of rural proletarians 
working mostly on foreign-owned land. These new members of the 
working class joined with industrial groups YO carry forward the 
tradition of struggle born in the formative period. 

Latin American communism echoed its European counter- 
part, challenging the ruling class and competing with other ideol- 
ogies for the allegiance of the working class. At the same time, the 
more violent philosophies lost ground, and reformists and Com- 
munists emerged as the leading influences within the labor move- 
ment. Ruling-class response to labor also mirrored foreign events 
in its two-pronged counteroffensive of repression and expanded 
controls over existing labor organizations. Thus, as of the 1930s, 
the Latin American movement remained to a large degree condi- 
tioned by the continent’s dependent status. 
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MEXICO: CO-OPTATION AND REPRESSION, 
1910-1970 


At the turn of the century, the Mexican labor movement dis- 
played characteristics found throughout Latin America. After 
1910, however, local events moved it in new directions. The Revolu- 
tion of 1910 and the ensuing chaotic years served to accelerate the 
explosive and expansive period, which quickly passed into the co- 
optive—repressive stage. The sequence that occurred in Mexico 
before 1930 prefigured patterns that developed elsewhere after that 
date. The Mexican case is thus in one sense unique; at the same 
time, it conforms to the general historical evolution of Latin 
American labor. Thus Mexico offers an example of a transition 
between the expansive and explosive and co-optive—repressive 
periods. It also is the first case chronologically in which local 
variables make it necessary to discuss labor in a national rather 
than a continental context. 

A few general observations are needed to identify larger trends 
and to set national events within a global context. The Revolution 
forced structural changes that transformed the composition of the 
ruling and working classes and therefore also changed their rela- 
tionship. An urban-based bourgeoisie emerged dedicated to classic 
capitalist development. That group both overlapped and tended to 
supplant the traditional agrarian elites. It did not, however, change 
the basic form of the bourgeois state inherited from the era of 
Porfirio Díaz (1876-1911). 

The shuffling within the ruling class and the disruption caused 
by the Revolution gave working-class organizations an opportunity 
to expand. Labor formed one of the few potential power blocs 
within Mexican society. The precarious balance of forces during 
the violent revolutionary period meant that until the late 1930s 
labor support could provide vital backing for those seeking power. 
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By the same token, potential working-class hostility presented a 
distinct threat to all regimes. Accordingly, almost from the incep- 
tion of the Revolution, its leaders made conscious efforts to sub- 
ordinate labor and to prevent the development of an independent 
working-class movement. When the tactic of co-opting labor failed, 
they forcefully repressed it. Thus, at the time when other Latin 
American ruling classes had just initiated co-optive—repressive 
measures (see Chapter 2), these procedures had become the norm 
in Mexico. 

The gradual expansion of industry and mechanized agriculture 
after 1920 demanded more disciplined and skilled workers. This, 
in turn, dictated new state strategies toward labor, culminating in 
the building of an official labor movement. Then as now, that 
movement carefully channeled workers’ demands and kept labor 
peace. In return, the rank and file, most of them in the dynamic 
economic sectors, received limited material gains, and a corrupt 
labor bureaucracy received handsome pay-offs for its role as gov- 
ernment agent. Workers outside the state system had little or no 
access to economic or social gains. Those who disagreed with set 
policies or who threatened to upset the enforced internal stability 
were labeled enemies of the Revolution. Because the state used 
nationalism to justify the sacrifices that it demanded of workers, it 
branded all dissidents “Communists” and saw “international con- 
spiracies” orchestrated from Moscow or, more recently, Havana 
behind every social protest. 

Mexico’s dependent position within the world capitalist system 
played a major role in determining state labor policy. As we have 
seen, both foreign capital and foreign ideologies entered Mexico 
before 1910. After that, due to the Revolution, the Depression, and 
World War II, the country entered a period of lessened economic 
dependence, although foreign capital, technology, and ideas still 
largely determined the pace of national capitalist growth. In the 
postwar period, U.S. capital moved into Mexico at an accelerating 
rate; by 1970, direct U.S. investment totaled $2.2 billion, or 79 
percent of all foreign capital in Mexico. Today, trade still relies 
heavily on the U.S. market, and tourism is a major earner of neces- 
sary foreign exchange. U.S. capital goods and primary products for 
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manufacturing constitute over 80 percent of all Mexican imports, 
and bonds and loans from U.S. and international bankers finance 
internal expansion. U.S. policy decisions thus continue to have a 
vital effect on the Mexican economy. 

After 1944, the state’s independent development efforts slowed, 
and government activities became increasingly integrated with the 
policies of U.S.-based transnational corporations. In turn, the 
Mexican bourgeoisie associated itself with foreign capital rather 
than assuming an independent position. Like its counterparts else- 
where, this class performs a double function: It-must ensure enough 
surplus to satisfy foreign economic interests and to secure con- 
tinued investment and financing, and it must see that sufficient sur- 
plus remains for its own enrichment. That explains the apparent 
contradiction of wealth and poverty within Mexican society. 
Between 1955 and 1965, for example, foreign investment totaled 
$886 million. Net total income on all foreign investment reached 
$1.7 billion, of which less than 20 percent remained in the country 
as reinvestment, meaning that almost $500 million left Mexico. 
Nationally, 5 percent of all families get 36 percent of all income, 
and 10 percent get over half of all income. At the other end of the 
scale, the bottom 60 percent of all families receive only 20 percent 
of all income. Annual per capita income in rural areas is $120, and 
infant mortality stands at a high 60.7 per 1,000 births. Almost 75 
percent of the population has less than four years of education. 
Housing and other social services remain grossly inadequate; 24 
million people have no running water in their homes.* 


VIOLENT REVOLUTION AND LABOR, 1910-1918 


Objective conditions during the repressive thirty-five-year Díaz 
regime mirrored those found in other countries. Textile workers, 
for example, normally toiled fourteen hours a day, with only two 
forty-five«minute breaks, and rural custom dictated a sunup-to- 
sundown routine. Almost no legal protection existed, and the law 
heavily favored capitalists and rural landowners. Accidents 
abounded—in one mining complex alone, over 500 workers died 
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during a five-year period. Housing remained substandard, wages 
consistently lagged behind inflation, and working-class efforts to 
unite and to protest met repression. 

Despite the obstacles placed in their way, workers began to 
organize in the late nineteenth century. After 1900, a host of labor 
organizations and worker-oriented parties appeared. Numerous’ 
strikes erupted, the most famous being the miners’ strike at 
Cananea, the textile upheaval at Orizaba, and the 1908 railroad 
strike. All ended in violence. The government continued to consider 
any social disturbance a matter for local or federal police, but the 
increasing agitation did not go unnoticed by Diaz and other promi- 
nent Mexicans. The president personally commissioned a report on 
the labor situation in order to plan for the trouble he was sure 
would follow.? 

In 1910, the internal political situation changed. An anti-Diaz 
opposition headed by the Liberal Francisco Madero forced Diaz 
from office by 1911. Instead of an orderly transition, however, 
this event initiated a power struggle that degenerated into a decade 
of civil war. In reality, growing discontent in all sectors of society 
toppled Diaz. The dictator’s friends monopolized government 
posts, excluding younger ruling-class members from power. Many 
Mexicans resented the fact that foreigners drained the country’s 
riches through their huge land and mining concessions (foreigners 
owned approximately one-seventh of Mexico’s land by 1910). 
Members of.the emerging bourgeoisie in provincial centers such as 
the northern industrial city of Monterrey chafed under rigid 
government centralization; they asked for more local autonomy, 
for a voice in national affairs, and for additional resources to be 
diverted their way. A series of economic recessions after 1900, 
plus inflation, eroded the position of middle-sector groups. They, 
too, welcomed Madero’s promise of constitutional government, 
thinking it would bring them relief. Finally, a deep-seated rage 
boiled among workers and peasants; and when the Revolution 
began, they voiced demands for social justice. 

Four central strands dominated the Revolution: a nationalist 
upsurge, the struggle for social justice, the desire for effective 
representation, and a strong anticlericalism. However, each power 
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group interpreted these strands differently. To the bourgeoisie, 
nationalism meant that they, not foreigners, should exploit the 
nation’s wealth; proletarians thought of it in terms of an end to the 
favored status that foreigners enjoyed in salaries and jobs, a curb- 
ing of the abuses suffered by workers for foreign-owned companies, 
and the development of the nation’s riches for all on an equal (or 
more equal) basis. The ruling class interpreted social justice as the 
establishment of a liberal bourgeois state; workers saw it as includ- 
ing adequate job and living conditions, equality before the law, 
and sometimes, the building of a socialist soeiety; peasants hoped 
that it meant land and the chance to cultivate that land peacefully. 
Anticlericalism, rooted in the nineteenth-century Liberal battles 
against the church, permeated the Revolution, and the religious 
issue plagued Mexico until the 1930s. These differing interpreta- 
tions led to conflict over who held decision-making powers and 
dominated the fight for state control in the Revolution’s early 
years. 

An ever changing balance of forces emerged during these years. 
Madero succeeded Diaz as president but was assassinated in 1913. 
Meanwhile, Venustiano Carranza, Alvaro Obregón, and Francisco 
(“Pancho”) Villa rebelled in the north. They called themselves 
Constitutionalists because they condemned Madero’s murder and 
said they followed his adherence to the 1857 Constitution. Within 
a year, Carranza occupied the capital; but he retreated to Veracruz 
to survive threats posed by Emiliano Zapata's peasant forces to the 
south and by Villa, now operating alone. Carranza’s armies 
gradually proved to be the strongest, and they eventually retook 
the capital. By 1918, fighting subsided, and Carranza became 
president, only to fall when he attempted to impose a hand-picked 
successor. The election of Obregón in 1920 opened a new era, 
ending the Revolution's most violent period. 

The role of the working class and organized labor during this 
period is subject to debate. Some scholars claim that workers 
figured significantly in events immediately after 1910; others sug- 
gest that they remained largely indifferent. Although workers in 
several areas did back Madero, a majority probably stayed on the 
sidelines. All scholars agree that peasants contributed importantly, 
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particularly in the south, where they bore the brunt of the fighting. 
Nevertheless, specific working-class groups made meaningful con- 
tributions. At the same time, often unrelated to the Revolution, 
activists used this period to organize.® 

Numerous labor organizations sprang into existence during the 
Revolution’s first years. By 1911, bakers, cabinetmakers, car- 
penters, shoemakers, stonecutters, tailors, typographers, and others 
had formed or re-formed associations. In addition, textile workers, 
miners, and railroaders strengthened already functioning groups. 
A majority of the workers’ organizations operated in Mexico City, 
but working-class activity grew in most provincial centers, too. 
Miners’ unions spread across the northern states, and the printing 
trades federation included affiliates in five states and the capital. 
Railroad workers, among the first to organize, expanded their net- 
work and attempted to form a national confederation. Organiza- 
tions in Mexico City and Veracruz also tried to unite workers 
nationally but failed because of the overall frailty of working-class 
organization and a lack of communication caused by wartime 
conditions. 

Ideological differences divided the labor movement in Mexico 
just as they did elsewhere in Latin America. Anarchists, anarcho- 
syndicalists, reformists, and Socialists vied to establish their points 
of view. Similarly, small groups representing differing tendencies 
sometimes existed within the same trade or in a particular city or 
state. Mutualist organizations also competed for workers’ allegi- 
ance, and the Catholic reform movement presented workers with 
yet another alternative. Nevertheless, the vast majority of workers 
remained unorganized. Many of Mexico's 853,350 industrial 
workers had only recently entered the labor force, and because of 
their lack of experience, they still accepted rural paternalism. 
Even among organized workers, a revolutionary outlook hardly 
existed. In 1916, for example, after the company partially granted 
demands for higher pay and improved job conditions, a representa- 
tive of Mexico City streetcar workers thanked the general manager 
in these words: “I am honored in two different ways: in the first 
place in addressing my humble words to a chief so honorable as 
you; in the second place because 1 come in the name of my com- 
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panions to present you our eternal gratitude, because of the in- 
crease in wages you have conceded us.”* 

In truth, developments after 1910 failed to inspire workers’ in- 
volvement in the Revolution. As a Liberal, Madero turned away 
from radical groups. He sought to reform the existing system, not 
change it. He clearly stated that strikes should not interrupt the 
economy, and he cracked down on militants. In recognition of the 
emerging labor problem, he did create an official labor office but 
saw it as a deradicalizing influence and limited its functions to 
mediating conflicts, promoting labor-managément harmony, and 
providing employment. Thus, “by 1913, the hostility of manage- 
ment for unions and the failure to achieve meaningful industrial 
reform had hurt the morale of labor and eroded its faith in the 
administration.”* 

Among labor organizations that developed after 1910, the Casa 
del Obrero Mundial (House of the World Worker) emerged as a 
leading body. Founded by anarchosyndicalists in 1912, it soon 
included representatives of varying persuasions drawn from Mexico 
City's leading unions and from other centers of working-class 
activity. On May 1, 1913, it sponsored a demonstration that 
attracted about 20,000 workers. Orators called for an eight-hour 
day and a weekly day of rest and attacked the government for its 
antiworker policies. In response, the authorities canceled Casa 
public meetings, arrested some of its leaders, and deported a num- 
ber of its foreign members. In the middle of 1914, after the Casa's 
continued campaign for workers” rights, the government closed it, 
again detaining several leaders. However, the fortunes of war inter- 
vened to revive it. In July 1914, Constitutionalist forces headed by 
Carranza and Obregón took Mexico City. Obregón, a shrewd poli- 
tician, recognized the value of labor support. He reopened the Casa 
and donated a building for its headquarters." 

Despite his distrust of all radicals and workers, Carranza oppor- 
tunistically moved toward a rapprochment with labor at the urging 
of Obregón and in response to his declining fortunes on the battle- 
field. He issued a decree promising that social victories would 
follow military ones and vowed to pass “legislation to better the 
condition of peasants, workers, miners, and the working class in 
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general.” He then decreed far-reaching agrarian reform. Carranza 
hoped that these moves would marshal working-class support and 
blunt the appeal of Zapata’s radical agrarian, anti-imperialist pro- 
gram, which had attracted many labor activists. 

The Carranza-Obregón government followed up its promises 
with action. When workers of the foreign-owned Mexico City” 
power company struck, the government turned over the company 
to workers and named Luis N. Morones general manager. Morones, 
a rising young union leader, would later play a major role in assur- 
ing government control over labor. At the same time, Carranza 
gave the Casa 15,000 pesos for needy workers. The strategy paid 
dividends. After a series of unfruitful discussions, the Casa and the 
Constitutionalists signed a formal pact in February 1915. The Casa 
agreed to support the government by forming workers’ battalions, 
in return, it received freedom to organize and assurances that 
decrees concerning workers would be implemented after the war.? 

The pact had several consequences. By allying itself with the 
government, the Casa abandoned its apolitical position for a 
strategy not unlike that of workers’ politics practiced by the 
Argentine FORA IX (see p. 61). That stance alienated radical 
members, who either refused to fight or joined Zapata. Casa mem- 
bers later formed one important organizing nucleus within the 
working class; consequently, this deradicalization helped to shape 
the movement in a reformist direction. The pact also placed the 
Casa at the service of a political movement rather than in a van- 
guard position. It thus accepted the limits of bourgeois politics and 
rejected the concept of a revolutionary working-class movement. 
As one commentator has aptly said: anarchists understood the 
Revolution’s bourgeois nature but failed to formulate an adequate 
strategy to combat it; the rest of organized labor failed t> grasp 
the point clearly, thinking to move the Revolution from within.* 

The Casa formed seven battalions that more than once served 
on the shooting front. All the time, Casa followers actively 
organized. By 1915, it claimed thirty-six affiliated branches and 
over 80,000 members, the majority of them in Mexico City. Not all 
workers flocked to the Casa's banners. In textile zones, workers 
forcefully resisted its advances. The reasons are unclear, but per- 
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haps those who had participated in the 1907 strikes saw the contra- 
diction of aiding Carranza, a former Diaz supporter and large 
landholder, to establish a bourgeois constitutional order against 
the Zapatistas’ program of social justice. Many also just preferred 
to remain on the job rather than get involved in the war. 

Carranza’s distrust of the Casa quickly showed itself. As soon as 
practical, he disarmed the Casa forces and discharged them. 
Relations between the Casa and Carranza steadily deteriorated, 
and he increasingly used force against workers and militants. After 
1916, he crushed general strikes in Veracruz,and Tampico, ended 
a railroad stoppage by drafting strikers into the army, and parried 
two general strike threats in Mexico City. On that occasion, he 
declared martial law and ordered all participants tried by military 
justice. The failure of the general strikes and government pressures 
gradually eroded the Casa’s position and it declined. Other labor 
organizations throughout the country survived the government 
offensive but in weakened condition. In all probability, only 
Obregón's intervention prevented the movement’s total destruc- 
tion.14 

Although brief, the Casa’s role was important. Future labor 
leaders gained experience under its banner, and it served as a 
movement clearinghouse. Its policy of collaboration with the gov- 
ernment, however, set a crucial precedent, orienting labor away 
from an independent policy and leading the movement down a path 
that sectors of Mexican labor have followed ever since. 

But the Constitutionalists could not ignore labor or an increas- 
ingly vocal working class. As a result, these years produced 
Mexico’s first labor legislation, almost all of it passed by local 
governors. Sometimes, popular pressure forced its passage; in other 
instances, it represented an attempt to rally mass support. By 1916, 
seven Mexican states had promulgated some labor laws and the 
state of Veracruz formulated a comprehensive program that in- 
cluded minimum wages, improvements in working hours and con- 
ditions, overtime pay, and accident compensation. !* 

The 1917 Constitution marked a high point in labor legislation. 
No workers’ representatives attended the Constitutional Conven- 
tion, but some labor organizations sent suggestions to sympathetic 
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delegates. A small pro-labor bloc first defeated Carranza’s con- 
servative proposals and then convinced the assembly of the need. 
for a separate labor article. The fact that Catholics had formulated 
a labor program helped convince many conservatives that not all 
social legislation represented a radical step, and the spirit of com- 
promise shown at the gathering also aided the reformers’ cause. 

In final form, the Constitution’s labor provisions in Article 123 
covered a range of topics. They guaranteed an eight-hour day, 
stipulated that minors under twelve could not work, set conditions 
for children under fourteen and women, outlawed discounts and 
fines, prohibited the use of scrip, and banned the much-hated 
company stores. They also mandated overtime pay, set safety and 
hygienic standards, obliged companies in rural areas to build 
schools, and imposed heavy penalties for illegal firings. 

More important, the Constitution set guidelines for labor organi- 
zation and relationships between capital, labor, and the govern- 
ment. It guaranteed both employers and all workers the right to 
organize. It did not require unionization, but if a majority of 
workers in a given workplace organized, they then could represent 
all workers there. The document outlined a complicated machinery 
for settling disputes through Conciliation and Arbitration Boards 
composed of one worker, one employer, and one government 
appointee. These boards ruled on the legality of strikes and worked 
toward negotiated settlements; their decisions could not be 
appealed. Strikers had to give ten days’ notice if employed in a 
public-service industry and six days’ notice otherwise. During legal 
strikes, employers had to pay workers, a clause designed to en- 
courage a quick end to legal disputes. 

The Constitution contained several drawbacks for labor. Despite 
the fact that it guaranteed basic rights, their effectiveness depended 
upon the government. It held a deciding vote on the boards, it ruled 
on the legality of any action, and it granted or withheld legal status 
from unions. Thus labor’s ability to operate depended largely upon 
official good will. Furthermore, Article 123 and its correlates con- 
fined working-class action to material improvements. Labor could 
mobilize only to adjust the workers’ relative economic position, not 
to change fundamental power relationships. Any action outside 
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these bounds became unconstitutional and thus illegal, which sub- 
jected labor to state repression. Then, too, the Constitution only 
set guidelines for action. The federal government had to regulate 
each part of Article 123, a task that took until 1931. Until then, 
individual states enforced and passed labor legislation. As a result, 
wide variations existed from area to area, although in most states 
conservatives saw to it that the law favored their interests. Other 
clauses remained inoperative. Profit sharing, for example, did not 
become a reality until the 1960s, and then only on a limited scale.1* 

The Constitution thus nourished the seedssof co-optation and re- 
pression first planted by Madero and his successors. A neutral state 
could use existing legal procedures to equalize opposing interest 
groups; but states are not neutral. Their laws—or the interpretation 
of them—reflect existing class relationships. The Revolution’s 
leadership since 1910 has represented the ruling class. As the bene- 
ficiary of capitalism, it has sought to maintain and strengthen it. 
Thus, Mexican governments have confined conflict within the 
capitalist arena, although labor has occasionally received some 
favored treatment. 


LABOR ENCHAINED: THE ERA OF CROM, 1918-1934 


As stability gradually returned after 1916, a number of labor 
organizations called for a central body. Over fifty delegates 
attended a Veracruz congress at which they signed a solidarity pact 
and drafted a program for a national confederation. The proposed 
organization pledged itself to direct action based on class struggle 
in order to achieve the socialization of the means of production, 
called for the formation of unions to defend and win workers” 
rights, and advocated an apolitical stance. However, it advised only 
limited use of' general strikes. Ideological splits between radicals 
and reformers soon doomed the attempt at unity. Another 
congress, sponsored by the Casa and some anarchist societies, met 
late in 1917. Representatives of five unions and two federations 
from Mexico City, twenty-three organizations from twelve states, 
and the recently formed Partido Socialista Obrero (PSO), includ- 
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ing its founder, Morones, attended the meeting. Despite sharp 
clashes between anarchists, reformists oriented toward electoral 
politics, and revolutionary syndicalists, the congress approved an 
eight-point program of basic workers’ rights. However, it failed to 
form a viable labor organization.1* 

These attempts did not go unnoticed by Carranza, who feared 
that radical elements would succeed in uniting and controlling the 
growing labor movement. Accordingly, he laid plans to check the 
threat by getting the provincial governor of Coahuila and several 
friendly labor groups to call a third labor congress at Saltillo in 
1918. The fact that anarchists of all persuasions boycotted the 
gathering reduced factionalism; and moderates, led by Morones, 
won a majority. The assembled delegates then agreed to form the 
Confederación Regional Obrera Mexicana (CROM). Its statutes 
committed members to a nonelectoral position and left them free 
to administer their internal affairs subject only to a mutual solidar- 
ity pact. They also opened the way for collaboration with the 
government by stating that CROM would participate in assuring 
compliance with the fundamental laws of the land and would seek 
to resolve workers’ problems on its own only if the government did 
not show itself attentive to those issues. 

Other CROM declarations strengthened its nonrevolutionary 
position. It failed to call for the socialization of the means of pro- 
duction; instead it merely demanded sharing the wealth and land 
distribution, thus accepting private property. In 1923, it took a 
nationalist stand, placing the welfare of the working class second 
to that of the nation. Two years later, CROM agreed to mute any 
radical demands in order not to frighten away foreign capital. This 
statement by a leading CROM affiliate is typical of the organiza- 
tion’s attitude: “We are not talking about destroying capitalism, 
but of joining capital and labor in harmony.”*” In view of CROM’s 
stands, no wonder the Mexican president in 1925 guaranteed the 
Ford Motor Company that it would have no problems with labor 
if it invested in the country. 

CROM’s statutes called for a confederative democracy. In 
reality, a small group known as the Grupo Acción, which num- 
bered about twenty members, dictated policy and strategy. Under 
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Morones’s leadership, the clique controlled CROM’s Central Com- 
mittee, which, in turn, spoke for the main body. The Partido 
Laborista Mexicano (PLM), founded in 1919 by Morones, formed 
CROM’s political arm. Morones’s earlier experience with the PSO, 
which ran candidates unsuccessfully in 1917, led him to a “multiple 
action” strategy for labor that envisioned simultaneous union, 
social, and political action. The PLM fulfilled the political func- 
tion; its program called for the eventual socialization of the means 
of production but stipulated that electoral politics could achieve 
workers” goals. The leadership encouraged*-but did not require 
CROM members to join the party.** 

The PLM and Grupo Acción derived their influence from the 
close relationship they forged with the Revolution's two most im- 
portant leaders, Plutarco Elías Calles and Obregón. In August 
1919, for example, PLM leaders signed a secret pact with Obregón. 
They agreed to swing CROM’s support to Obregón's presidential 
candidacy. In return, Obregón agreed to consult CROM on reforms 
affecting workers, to appoint a friendly minister of labor, and to 
accept advice in naming a minister of agriculture. He further 
pledged to implement Article 123 of the Constitution and to sup- 
port CROM’s organizational and propaganda activities. Armed 
with this accord, CROM and PLM leaders (who were mostly the 
same persons) set about entrenching themselves in the labor move- 
ment and the government, a feat they accomplished during the 
presidencies of Obregón (1920-1924) and Calles (1924-1928). 
Both named CROMistas to government posts and assured their 
election to national and local offices. CROM often helped in the 
electoral process by supplying organizers to rally voters and 
strong-arm squads to intimidate the opposition. The PLM at its 
apogee in 1927 boasted 40 out of 272 representatives in the 
Chamber of Deputies, and almost one-fourth of the Senate. Party 
members also occupied several state governorships, municipal 
posts, offices in state legislatures, and for a time, the governorship 
of the Kederal District. Most important, Calles tapped Morones 
for the post of minister of labor, giving the PLM, CROM, and 
especially the Grupo Acción a power base inside the government. 
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Morones soon became the second most powerful person in Mexico; 
some believed his power equal to the president’s.17 

Morones and his cronies lost no time exploiting their advantages. 
They used government influence and union positions to build a 
carefully controlled CROM. On the side, they cynically shook 
down companies over contracts for their own gain and skimmed’ 
off a healthy share of union dues. All the time, they posed as 
champions of labor and of the Mexican worker. CROM members 
did reap certain economic benefits in terms of higher-than-average 
salaries through collective contracts, job protection, and limited 
social services. But Morones kept labor demands carefully con- 
trolled. For example, when bank clerks asked for CROM support 
in a strike, he denied the request, claiming that they asked for too 
much control over the bank policy. Leadership seldom if ever con- 
sulted the rank and file on major or minor policy decisions. In fact, 
it opposed attempts to educate workers in revolutionary ideas, 
saying that workers could not yet safely assimilate such concepts. 
That dictum, of course, prevented the development of future leaders 
from within the ranks and kept militancy at the desired low level.*3 

Government protection aided CROM’s growth. Employers 
learned that trouble with the confederation meant trouble with the 
government. They therefore usually acquiesced quickly to CROM’s 
contract demands or agreed to unionize their workers. During the 
initial years of Obregón's presidency, unionization proceeded slowly 
because the president allowed the individual states to handle labor 
matters, and for the most part they did not encourage organization. 
Obregón sympathized with labor demands as long as they remained 
peaceful, but he could side with workers only at the risk of alienat- 
ing both foreign capital and powerful local capitalists. In Obregén’s 
final years and during Calles’s term, however, labor’s ranks grew. 
According to its own estimate, CROM membership reached 50,000 
in 1920, 1.5 million in 1925, and 2 million by 1929. CROM con- 
centrated its efforts among urban industrial workers but also 
accepted nonindustrial members, including intellectuals, domestics, 
and even prostitutes. It also organized workers in the countryside. 

Sporadic opposition arose inside CROM. The imposition of local 
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officials from the top sometimes provoked unrest among the rank 
and file and also alienated those wishing to climb the hierarchical 
ladder. Leadership’s nonmilitant stands, their obvious personal 
wealth, and their total subordination to the government led mem- 
bers to question the value of remaining in the confederation. By 
the early 1920s, almost all radicals had either left CROM or been 
purged for challenging existing policies. Yet even mildly progres- 
sive members questioned CROM acts such as naming Calles 
honorary president and giving him the title “socialist worker” or 
the crowning of a beauty queen, “Miss First*of May,” to celebrate 
that workers’ holiday. Still, until the end of Calles’s term in 1928, 
CROM’s strength seemed undiminished.?® 

CROM staunchily opposed all other iabor organizations and 
used government machinery or force against them. CROM printers 
refused to set manifestoes for rival groups, confederation members 
booed non-CROM actors off the stage, general strikes suddenly 
erupted in places where unaffiliated unions proposed to hold meet- 
ings or conventions, and the government denied permission for 
demonstrations by groups not enrolled in the official confederation. 
When oil workers paralyzed the Tampico fields during 1926, 
Minister of Labor Morones rescinded the striking union’s legal 
status, citing the “lack of union discipline.” His action paved the 
way for CROM strikebreakers, supported by troops, to replace the 
strikers.?° 

CROM’s efforts to destroy or take over rival unions did not 
always succeed. Where local government did not favor CROM, 
independent unions and labor organizations managed to resist. 
Railroad workers formed one of the strongest independent groups. 
Although CROM won over some small unions, the industry in 
general remained outside its grasp. During a 1926-1927 strike, the 
confederation hastily formed its own union and supplied strike- 
breakers. As in other cases, CROM insisted that foreign influences 
(i.e., Communists) caused the disruption and used nationalistic 
appeals ‘in its campaign to crush the strike. The effort prevented 
the non-CROM rail union from winning its demands, but the de- 
feated union continued its independent existence. In 1927, CROM 
plans again failed, this time among the miners. It supplied scabs to 
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break a strike called by the militant miners’ federation in the state 
of Jalisco. When violence erupted, the state governor, a former 
railroad worker who disliked CROM, denied federal troops access 
to the province. Without the support of the local government, 
CROM could not undermine the movement. Similar events oc- 
curred in Tamaulipas, where Governor Emilio Portes Gil blocked ` 
CROM attempts to organize.?! 

A number of other working-class organizations remained out- 
side of CROM’s orbit. One of these, the Confederación General de 
Trabajo (CGT), founded around 1920, endorsed a revolutionary 
syndicalist position. It took a strictly apolitical stance, attacking 
both the government and CROM as reformist enemies of the 
proletariat. It appealed to all workers and endorsed strikes, boy- 
cotts, and sabotage as valid tactical weapons, even advocating 
armed confrontation in response to government repression. In 
1923, it advised workers to occupy factories if threatened with 
mass firings, although it later modified its position by proposing 
workers’ control when an establishment closed. That same year, 
the CGT endorsed Adolfo de la Huerta’s brief uprising against the 
government; and many of its members, along with other groups of 
workers who had suffered government persecution, joined the rebel 
army. The exact membership of the CGT is impossible to deter- 
mine, but it attracted support among textile workers in and around 
Mexico City, transport workers, and a scattering of other unions.?” 

Catholics also refused to enter CROM, although CROM made 
overtures in their direction. Despite CROM and government oppo- 
sition, the Catholic movement claimed 392 workers’ organizations 
with 22,137 members by 1926; but after that date, membership 
slowly declined. As elsewhere, Catholics advocated a gradualist 
approach, although Catholics did negotiate salary increases for 
workers in several cases. A Catholic attempt to organize peasants 
also made little headway. 

Several other non-CROM federations existed. The Mexican 
Communist Party, for example, after briefly supporting the CGT, 
founded a federation that claimed eighteen unions; when it col- 
lapsed, a new Communist federation was formed in 1929.?8 

Railroad and electrical workers formed the two largest groups 
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unaffiliated with any other labor confederation. Railroaders had 
organized during the Diaz period and in 1920 founded a con- 
federation that adopted a reformist program. Slowly, however, the 
workers realized the inadequacy of nonmilitant tactics in a hostile 
political climate, particularly after confrontations with Obregon in 
1921 and with CROM in 1926 and 1927. Communists played a 
key role in spreading this idea, and gradually, sentiment for a 
united industry-wide organization spread. Organizers constantly 
reminded workers that unity bred strength and argued that isolated 
strikes only led to defeat. They emphasizegl the fact that the in- 
dustry’s strategic importance gave workers power and that their 
high level of skill made them hard to replace. When the companies 
fired 11,000 people during 1931, workers responded by founding 
the Sindicato de Trabajadores Ferrocarrileros de la República 
Mexicana (STFRM), which united 35,000 railroaders. The organi- 
zation’s charter reflected past struggles by specifically condemning 
government- and company-sponsored unions. 

Electrical workers organized a nonmilitant confederation con- 
taining about 4,000 persons. Its statutes outlined a reformist pro- 
gram dedicated to social and economic improvement; and almost 
totally ignored the national working class and larger social issues. 
Almost from its inception, the confederation negotiated contracts 
through a workers’ and employers’ commission. ?* 

Independent unions that resisted the temptation to affiliate with 
CROM in order to maintain their freedom of action led a pre- 
carious life; many disappeared when they failed to seek CROM’s 
protection. Ideological struggles often racked these organizations. 
For example, within a ten-year period, the Mexico City streetcar 
workers’ union supported the Casa; joined, left, and then rejoined 
CROM, twice declared itself independent; affiliated with the CGT; 
and finally split into three separate unions.?° 

Paralleling’ developments elsewhere on the continent, the 
Mexican movement spread to the countryside. The strongest 
regional rural organizations functioned in Veracruz. There, a league 
of agrarian communities (Liga de Comunidades Agrarias) was 
formed in 1923 and spread rapidly. In 1926, it merged with similar 
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groups in other areas to form the Liga Nacional Campesina 
(National Peasants’ League), which by 1929 claimed 300,000 
members representing every state, a claim that was surely exagger- 
ated. It opposed any government attempt to impose an agrarian 
program on peasants. It maintained close ties with the Communist 
Party and could muster significant support for local issues in” 
several states.?6 

CROM maintained its position as the most powerful labor body 
during the 1920s by consistently allying itself with the individual 
in power: first Obregón, then Calles. The situation became compli- 
cated when Calles's term drew to a close. Obregón wished to run 
for a second time. Morones also harbored a desire to become 
president, and for a brief time Calles apparently toyed with the 
idea of running again. He realized, however, that opposition from 
the military and agrarian forces, which backed Obregón, was too 
strong and therefore accepted Obregón's candidacy as inevitable. 
CROM, or rather Morones and his circle, viewed this event with 
apprehension. Obregón had earlier rallied rural forces against 
CROM. Furthermore, he had issued strong statements citing the 
need to oust corrupt labor leaders, and everyone knew to whom 
this referred. After some hesitation, Morones offered Obregón 
support, but the revolutionary chief rejected the bid. Obregón's 
victory in the election left Morones in a difficult position, even 
though CROM and the PLM had belatedly endorsed his candidacy. 

Shortly after the election, a right-wing Catholic assassinated the 
president-elect. Although no one actually proved his involvement, 
Morones came under considerable suspicion. He had used similar 
tactics in the past, and he stood to lose power if Obregón took 
office. Under pressure, Calles finally asked all PLM members to 
resign their government posts, which most soon did.?7 

That signal of official disfavor resulted in mass defections from 
both CROM and the PLM. The process accelerated when interim 
President Emilio Portes Gil (1928-1929), an avowed enemy of 
Morones, withdrew all government support. For a brief time, the 
new president even flirted with the CGT and the Communist con- 
federation, both of which modified their positions by indicating 
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that they would accept a working relationship with the government. 
Morones, never one to accept defeat gracefully, refused to com- 
promise, and CROM remained alienated from government circles. 

In reality, Portes Gil fronted for Calles, now the Revolution’s 
undisputed leader. Their drive against CROM and their temporary 
support for other labor groups constituted a preliminary step to 
forming a national political party that would include all groups. 
They wished to undermine labor’s strength in order to prevent the 
possible formation of a working-class political party and to prepare 
for labor’s incorporation into the new party.on terms they could 
dictate. They applied similar tactics to the agrarian movement. 
After 1929, the government increasingly pressured militant rural 
unions, at times openly persecuting the national agrarian leagues 
when they attempted any independent action. Portes Gil also 
stepped up the pace of government distribution of land and issued 
strong statements on agrarian reform. By 1934, most rural organi- 
zations had been brought under government control. Through these 
tactics, the new party, the Partido Nacional Revolucionario 
(PNR), managed to incorporate both urban and rural sectors. The 
party helped finance its activities by appropriating forced contribu- 
tions from government employees that had formerly been turned 
over to CROM.?® 

The other presidents named and controlled by Calles to fill out 
Obregón's term (which ended in 1934) maintained a hostile 
attitude toward CROM. By the end of 1930, printing and textile 
workers and five other federations withdrew. In 1929, CROM 
dissidents founded a separate organization; and Vicente Lombardo 
Toledano, a rising star on the labor horizon, openly called for the 
dissolution of the rapidly disintegrating Labor Party. Three years 
later, a “purified” CROM was formed, but confederation die-hards 
continued to maintain the old organization. In 1932, it still claimed 
1 million menibers, but it could no longer muster significant labor 
support. The era of CROM and Morones had passed.?* 

CROM’s demise left a divided labor movement. Weaker unions 
disappeared when deprived of government protection. Others sought 
regional affiliation or joined one of CROM’s rivals. And the De- 
pression caused many workers to withdraw from unions. The CGT 
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benefited most from the changed situation; by 1931, it claimed 
ninety-six affiliates, with a total of some 80,000 members. Never- 
theless, labor remained badly fragmented. In the southwest textile 
zone, for example, workers split into a CROM organization of 
10,000 to 12,000 members; one belonging to the CGT, which 
counted 8,000 to 10,000 workers; and a local federation represent-: 
ing 7,000 to 8,000 members. Small autonomous unions also oper- 
ated in the area.*° 

Governments passed only minimal labor legislation after 1917, 
so few workers received the full benefits of Article 123. Obregón 
issued no labor laws, and discussions about profit sharing and 
social insurance led nowhere. After 1924, this situation changed 
as the ruling class, along with its representative, the revolutionary 
government, consolidated its position. Until 1929, individual states 
promulgated most labor laws. Advanced labor codes existed in 
Puebla, Veracruz, Yucatan, and Zacatecas; but most legislation 
stacked the legal deck in favor of employers, reflecting local power 
structures. Several minor laws also governed workers in the Federal 
District. Two projects to issue a national labor code, in 1924 and 
1928, failed. 

The judicial branch of government hindered the passage of 
legislation. From 1917 to 1923, the Supreme Court refused to 
recognize the Conciliation and Arbitration Boards as binding 
decision makers in labor disputes. In 1924, however, it reversed 
that opinion; and in 1925, a government decree implemented some 
provisions of Article 123. In 1929, a national convention of 
workers and employers met to discuss interpretations of the article. 
Soon after, a constitutional amendment gave the government 
authority to rule on all labor matters. In 1931, the National 
Federal Labor Law formally inaugurated the co-optive—repressive 
period in the legal sphere. Communists, independents, and some of 
the remaining CROM unions protested the law, saying that it 
centralized control in government hands and severely restricted 
labor’s rights.*! 

The law indeed increased legal controls over labor. It took a 
more conservative position than many state laws and in some 
features resembled the corporatist labor code passed in Mussolini’s 
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Italy. In broad outline, it followed the mainstream of ruling-class 
thinking that labor should not develop independently but that the 
state should oversee labor-capital relations. Within this framework, 
two lines of thought existed, both of which fit under the new law. 
One, favored by people like Obregón, believed that government 
should arbitrate between the working and capitalist classes. Until 
labor coalesced into an organized force, however, the state might 
favor its cause. The second school, propounded by Calles especially 
after 1928, envisioned a basically neutral state. If the capitalists 
proved stronger than labor, this did not concern the state in its role 
as legal administrator. These positions really shared the common 
goal of assuring that labor did not hinder capitalist development. 
In the long run, both held that capital and labor would eventually 
fuse into a harmonious polity. By extension, therefore, acts against 
the government transgressed against all Mexican society. Both 
strands survived after 1930, but most governments subscribed to 
the position championed by Calles. 

The law itself upheld most rights specified in the Constitution. It 
stipulated one union per workplace and outlined the conditions 
under which both workers’ and employers’ groups could legally 
form. Only legal unions could strike or sign collective contracts. 
Employers had to accept these if a union so desired, and they could 
not discharge workers during a legal stoppage. Workers could also 
call solidarity strikes. The code prohibited compulsory unionization 
and a closed shop. A majority of workers needed to approve any 
collective actions. An agreement between two-thirds of the em- 
ployers and covering two-thirds of the workers in a single industry 
in a particular region automatically extended to all employers and 
workers in that industry and region. The code instituted minimum 
wages for urban and rural labor, fixed every six months by local 
boards made up of one worker, one employer, and one government 
representative: Conciliation and Arbitration Boards had a similar 
composition, and their decisions could not be appealed. 

The Jaw gave the government widespread powers. By ruling a 
strike illegal, the government could sanction the use of force against 
an action or a union. During illegal strikes, collective contracts lost 
validity, allowing owners to fire workers. The government also 
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could use force to reopen a factory or public service illegally para- 
lyzed. Binding arbitration enabled the authorities virtually to dic- 
tate settlements. The code encouraged unionization, but only within 
careful limits. Workers received job protection by belonging to a 
union, but if expelled from the union, they could be legally dis- 
missed. Employers collected union dues and passed them directly’ 
to union officials, assuring unions of economic stability but also 
preventing rank-and-file protest through the withholding of dues. 
Article 245 of the code prohibited unions from participating in 
politics or religious matters, further limiting activities to purely 
economic issues. Article 260 clearly demonstrated the code’s spirit 
by saying that strikes should “seek an equilibrium of power to 
harmonize the rights of labor with those of capital.”32 

As far as the size of labor organizations is concerned, any 
evaluation based on statistical material is risky because most 
organizations overstated their membership. Similarly, wage or price 
studies are limited to particular industries or specific geographic 
areas. Nevertheless, sufficient data exist to venture some tentative 
conclusions. Although CROM claimed 50,000 members in 1920, 
another source estimated that there were only 54,000 organized 
workers in all of Mexico. Of these, 22,000 belonged to railroad 
unions, and from 8,000 to 10,000 belonged to independent unions. 
This leaves less than 25,000 persons in CROM. The same source 
reckoned that in 1927, when CROM boasted 1.8 million members, 
it in fact had only 13,000 dues payers. The obvious inflation in 
CROM’s evaluation derived in part from its desire to appear to be 
a strong force but also from the fact that it counted all workers 
in a particular industry or factory if part of that work force be- 
longed to an affiliated union. Still, even if the organization had only 
13,000 dues payers, its membership could have amounted to five 
or six times that number. Figures for other organizations are also 
vague. The CGT’s claim to 80,000 adherents, if calculated on the 
same basis as CROM’s, appears reasonable. More indicative of 
labor’s strength is the fact that in 1930 some 14.9 million Mexicans 
toiled in the industrial, transport, and communications sectors. Of 
these, 1.8 million, or 5.5 percent, belonged to an organization. In 
comparative terms, then, the Mexican movement’s numerical 
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TABLE 6. WAGES OF RAILROAD AND TEXTILE WORKERS, SELECTED YEARS 


(Pesos) 

Wages 
1909) 1912) 1919192451926 1929 O 1532 
Railroads 1.85 1.90 — — 421 438 — — 
Textiles — — 170 2.18 — — 3.08 3.58 


SOURCE: Marjorie Clark, Organized Labor ir-Mexico (Chapel Hill, 
N.C., 1934), pp. 180, 192. 


TABLE 7. TEXTILE STRIKES AS PERCENTAGE OF NATIONAL STRIKES, 


1920-1925 
Percentage Percentage 
1920 41 1923 58 
1921 52 1924 24 
1922 Al 1925 23 


SOURCE: Clark, Organized Labor in Mexico, p. 119. 


strength in the 1920s surpassed that found in other Latin American 
nations.*3 

Wage data show that, with some exceptions, workers earned low 
wages and achieved few economic gains in the Revolution’s first 
twenty-five years. Studies of the Guanajuato mining region indicate 
that skilled workers earned less in 1920 than they had in 1908 and 
that semiskilled labor earned approximately the same. The National 
Department of Labor calculated that in 40 percent of the munici- 
palities workers made 25 to 50 centavos a day during the 1920s; 
whereas in 1910, they had earned 42.5 centavos daily. Yet Table 6 
shows that railroad and textile workers’ wages improved. Why this 
disparity? Both groups maintained active and generally, strong 
unions, calling frequent strikes, as shown in Table 7. For the most 
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TABLE 8. STRIKE DATA, 1920-1934 
(By Presidential Terms) 


Obregón Calles 
1920-1924 1924-1928 1928--1934 
Number of legal strikes* 206.5 56.5 19.3 
Strikers per strike* 404.5 137.8 122.5 
Number won by workers 242 43 136 
Number won by employers 137 21 130 


a Figures are yearly averages. 
SOURCE: Guadalupe Rivera Marín, El mercado de trabajo: Rela- 


ciones obrero-patronales (Mexico City, 1955), table 55, p. 143. 


part, they also remained outside CROM. It thus appears that these 
workers managed real economic gains through militant action. Both 
sectors also possessed a long tradition of action, dating back before 
1910, indicating that they translated collective experience into 
concrete gains.** 

The workday for the average Mexican shortened a little. In 
1928, Morones claimed that 39 percent of all workers had won an 
eight-hour day, but later observers suggest that this figure is too 
high. Reports from the countryside indicate that peons still labored 
from sunup to sundown, as they did during the Díaz period.** 

The strike information given in Table 8 provides a base from 
which to extrapolate. The steady drop in legal strikes after 1924 
corresponds to the labor-government interaction. During Obregón's 
administration, CROM consolidated its position. At first, this re- 
quired CROM’s calling of strikes to show émployers its power and 
that it had government support. During Calles’s term, however, 
often just the appearance of pickets carrying CROM’s red-and- 
black banner ensured a settlement, causing the drop in the number 
of total strikes called. At the same time, government pressure on 
non-CROM unions resulted in few strikes by these unions. After 
1928, worker disorganization and unfriendly governments further 
reduced workers’ activity. The average number of strikers per 
strike reveals similar trends. During Obregón's term, labor or- 
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ganized larger establishments; during Calles’s presidency, it oper- 
ated primarily against smaller ones, The lesser number of persons 
per strike after 1928 indicates the movement’s reduced scope. 
The ratio of strike victories for labor and capital also demonstrates 
labor’s changing position. Before 1929, labor won twice as many 
conflicts as it lost. The proportion then dropped to half. The 
balance did not tip in favor of employers for three reasons. First, 
independent unions sometimes mustered substantial support on 
the local level that allowed them to strike and win. Second, the 
state labor bureaucracy did not dissolve immediately in 1928 and 
sometimes succeeded in aiding strike movements. Third, Calles and 
the PNR wished to control labor, not destroy it. Allowing workers 
some triumphs statistically demonstrated state “neutrality” and 
reminded workers of the government’s power. 

By 1934, the dominant trends in relations between the state and 
labor had already formed. The legal system contained mechanisms 
for controlling labor, and the government had developed a co- 
optive—repressive strategy outside the law. Important segments of 
labor cooperated with the state, securing in return limited benefits 
for union members and lucrative posts for collaborationist leaders. 
Although notable pockets of strength existed, opposition remained 
fragmented. Despite official claims, most workers remained outside 
the labor network, living under conditions that had changed little 
since 1910. 


LABOR AND CARDENAS, 1934-1940 


Labor had reason to applaud the inauguration of Lazaro 
Cardenas in 1934. As governor of Michoacan, he had proved 
progressive in labor matters. Furthermore, PNR declarations and 
its Six-Year Plan indicated a favorable disposition toward labor. 
The party’s program called for the implementation of both Article 
27 on agrarian reform and Article 123, stating that “confronting 
the class struggle inherent in the system of production in which we 
live, the Party and the Government have the duty of contributing 
to the strengthening of the syndicalist organizations of the working 
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classes.”38 And during his campaign, Cardenas pledged to fulfill 
that obligation. 

These statements, however, must be placed within their historical 
context. The Depression had battered Mexico’s economy, and as 
conditions worsened, social unrest raised the specter of 1910. 


Therefore, Cardenas faced a difficult problem. The bourgeoisie : 


demanded measures to revitalize the economy and protect their 
profits; the working class agitated to improve its deteriorating 
economic situation. Cardenas resolved the apparent dilemma by 
using redistributive policies to prevent immediate social dislocation. 
Simultaneously, he strengthened the economy through long-term 
structural reforms that gave the state increased controls over all 
sectors of society, including labor.$7 

As a natural reflection of Cárdenas's policies, contradictions 
abounded during his presidency. At times, he appeared to favor 
workers over capitalists; at other times, capitalists over labor. 
Sometimes he played nationalist by challenging foreign capital; on 
other occasions, he protected foreign investment. Each move, how- 
ever, led toward a single goal: preservation and strengthening of 
Mexico's industrial and agricultural capitalism. Within six years, 
he accomplished this goal, first blunting the challenge posed by 
urban labor and the rural proletariat and then incorporating each 
into the ruling party, thus bringing them under government control. 
This process opened the way for renewed economic expansion in 
the late 1930s and assured consolidation of the now relatively 
unified industrial and agrarian bourgeoisie in power after 1940. 

In 1934, the labor movement remained divided. The CGT and 
CROM continued to function, but the newly founded Confedera- 
ción General de Obreros y Campesinos de Mexico (CGOCM) 
became the strongest organization. Under the guiding hand of 
Lombardo Toledano, it adopted a revolutionary syndicalist line, 
seeking to organize all the working class into a single confederation 
independent of the government or electoral politics. At first, it 
declined to support Cárdenas, but soon official encouragement and 
the need for labor unity led it to modify this position.*® 

Economic conditions and perhaps the expectation of a more 
tolerant regime led to sharp increases in actions by workers during 
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1934. Strikes multiplied and reached record numbers in the first 
months of 1935. For a time, the bourgeoisie feared a social revolt, 
and its representatives called for strong state measures. No single 
organization led this massive outburst, but labor leaders of all 
persuasions took the opportunity to organize and agreed on the 
need for working-class unity in view of the expected capitalist 
counteroffensive. At the First Mexican Industrial Congress in 1934, 
for example, labor voted as a bloc despite internal disagreements, 
indicating a desire for cooperation and a realization of the im- 
portance of unity at this crucial juncture.®® ,_ 

Cardenas represented the younger reformers within the ruling 
party who disagreed with the conservatives, led by Calles. The 
latter wished to continue the policy of repression, urging the gov- 
ernment to take measures to protect profits by holding the line 
against workers’ demands. Cardenas saw the inadequacy of these 
methods. Instead, he proposed to expand the state’s role in devel- 
oping the economy and to strengthen it by increasing purchasing 
power and building in guarantees against the repetition of wide- 
spread dislocation. This, in turn, involved encouraging a labor 
movement under state control and oriented toward purely eco- 
nomic goals. 

Just after Cardenas took office in 1935, matters came to a head 
when three major strikes occurred involving foreign-owned com- 
panies. Petroleum workers struck against noncompliance with 
national labor laws, and tramway and power company workers 
in Mexico City demanded higher salaries and better job conditions. 
When the Conciliation and Arbitration Board ruled in favor of the 
tramway workers, conservatives took a stand against a govern- 
ment that they branded “socialistic” and that they feared would 
drive out foreign capital and put a serious crimp in all profits. 
Calles issued a major declaration saying that in view of the 
government’s support for workers, strikes endangering the nation’s 
economic health showed labor’s ingratitude and could be called 
treasonous. In his version of the national interest, workers’ prob- 
lems took second place. 

Labor leaders understood the real nature of this challenge and, 
led by the CGOCM, formed the National Committee for Prole- 
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tarian Defense. It included all important labor groups except the 
CGT and CROM. The CROM organization sided with Calles, 
hoping for a return to favor if he won the power struggle. The 
committee branded Calles a “traitor to the Revolution” and an 
“enemy of the working class,” announcing that its own interpreta- 
tion of the national interest differed from his. In addition, they * 
staged a massive demonstration and invited Cardenas to speak. 
In response, the president backed labor’s right to secure its just 
due through legal channels and affirmed his intent to carry the 
Revolution forward by implementing its labor and agrarian pro- 
grams. He also called for the creation of a central labor con- 
federation. His stand forced party members to choose sides. 
Cardenas emerged strongest, and both Calles and Morones de- 
parted for exile in the United States.* 

A bitter labor conflict in Monterrey soon presented Cardenas 
with an opportunity to demonstrate good will toward labor and to 
formulate a labor policy. He settled the dispute in the workers’ 
favor but then carefully drew the limits within which labor could 
operate. He first warned owners: “I recommend to the employers 
that they comply with the law in good faith, cease intervening in 
the workers’ organizations, and give to them the economic well 
being to which they have a right . . . because oppression, industrial 
tyranny, unsatisfied needs, and unnecessary agitation are the 
explosive forces which at any given time can bring the violent 
disturbances you so fear.” 41 Having demonstrated an under- 
standing of the potential benefits in terms of social peace deriving 
from granting labor's most pressing demands, he outlined a 
fourteen-point program for labor and capital. Although the govern- 
ment should act as arbiter between the two, it would, at this time, 
naturally side with labor as the weaker force in order to ensure 
a social balance. Strikes only harmed both sides and, more im- 
portant, Mexico. Therefore, disputes should be settled peacefully. 
Capitalists who objected to labor’s legitimate demands could turn 
their establishments over to the state or to the workers in return 
for just compensation. However, labor demands must consider 
the economic capacity of each company. Cardenas again urged 
workers to form a central confederation and promised that the 
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government would consult it on labor matters. And in answer to 
conservatives, he specifically denied that any Communist threat 
existed, pointing out that Communists represented only a small 
faction within organized labor. 

These declarations set the tone for Cárdenas's labor policy, 
whieh, despite the conservatives’ protests, merely represented a 
continuation of previous tendencies. He adhered strictly to the 
proposition that the party ruled supreme, made all decisions, and 
tolerated no independent pressure groups. His position, like 
Obregón's, held that the government should-intervene to smooth 
eonflicts rather than allow a natural interplay of forces. He thus 
courted labor by acceding to its immediate demands while eon- 
trolling it through state agencies. But within these limits, Cardenas 
favored labor more than any other president. 

The CGOCM again took the initiative in following Cardenas’s 
suggestions, and it helped form a new eentral organization, the 
Confederación de Trabajadores de Mexico (CTM). Its Declaration 
of Principles called for a elassless society but stated that national 
liberation came first: “The final aim . . . is the abolition of the 
eapitalist system. Nevertheless, sinec Mexico is subject to imperial- 
ist domination, before arriving at that final aim it is necessary 
to achieve the political and economic freedom of the eountry.”** 
At the same time, in contradiction with the above passage, the 
declaration carefully noted that the confederation did not seek to 
abolish private property. The CTM's program precluded collabora- 
tion with the government, came out against the intervention of 
third parties in labor disputes, and stated that it was not 
Communist. 

By 1936, however, the CTM’s Central Committee had embarked 
on a course of collaboration with the government that was ratified 
by the CTM's first congress a year later. Confederation leaders 
argued that labor must co-operate with progressive forees against 
the conservatives and ereeping fascism in order to promote national 
development, which would eventually allow it to sceure its long- 
range goals. 

The CTM reaped immediate benefits. Official agencies supplied 
financial aid, and men favorable to its cause occupied political 
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offices at national, state, and local levels. The government helped 
finance a CTM university designed to raise the consciousness of 
workers and to train future leaders. It also poured money into 
technical education programs to upgrade workers’ skills; the pro- 
grams both served the needs of the emerging light and heavy 
industrial sector and permitted larger numbers of CTM members’ 
to hold higher-paying jobs. Under the leadership of Lombardo 
Toledano, a close confidant of Cardenas, the CTM kept growing. 
Communist-controlled unions withdrew briefly in 1937 but 
quickly rejoined the confederation in the name of popular front 
unity. *? 

Rival labor groups often, but not always, faced official disfavor. 
For example, government bureaucrats and official agencies tended 
to hand down unfavorable rulings when non-CTM members were 
involved. But the government also limited the CTM’s scope. As 
it would do in the agrarian sector, it prohibited the confederation 
from organizing public employees, decreeing that they must form 
a separate grouping. This, of course, allowed the government more 
control over its own workers and at the same time curbed the 
CTM’s strength. 

In 1938, Cardenas built his own popular front by founding the 
Partido de la Revolución Mexicana (PRM), which replaced the 
PNR. The party divided along corporatist lines into four sectors: 
labor, peasants, military, and a generalized popular sector that 
included elite groups as well as government employees and other 
members of the middle sectors. Unlike the PNR, it incorporated 
and gave institutionalized expression to all important segments of 
Mexican society. Cardenas hoped to reap several advantages: to 
channel input from the country’s main power blocs and reduce 
military influence, to legitimize the decision-making power of the 
revolutionary leadership, and to facilitate control over the groups 
by keeping them divided and dependent on the government, reduc- 
ing the possibility that they could unite against the established 
leadership. Within a year, the PRM claimed some 4 million 
members (2.5 million peasants, 1.25 million workers, and 500,000 
in the popular sector) .** 

Labor enjoyed a special relationship with the state and the chief 
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TABLE 9. STRIKE DATA, 1935-1940 


Number 
Strikes" 478.3 
Strikers* 61,422 
Strikes Won by Workers 1,596 
Strikes Won by Employers 434 


a Figures are yearly averages. i 
Source: Rivera Marín, El mercado de trabajo, table 


55, p. 143. a 


executive. As a result, it gained more freedom to organize and 
usually won favorable decisions from government agencies. Table 
9 shows that strike activity increased and that the proportion of 
strikes won by workers surged to a record high (see Table 8 for 
a comparison). The movement also expanded. Unions increased 
from roughly 2,000 in 1934 to about 5,000 in 1939-1940; 
membership reached 600,000 by the end of Cárdenas's term, 
although the CTM claimed in 1939 that it represented 3,594 
groups and 945,913 workers. Whereas in 1930, only 5.5 percent 
of the economically active population belonged to a union, ten 
years later the figure stood at 14.5 percent. Owners’ associations 
grew, too; Cardenas required that they, like any other interest 
group, organize as a part of the corporatist state.*5 

Strikes followed a predictable pattern. Labor, encouraged by a 
friendly government and by CTM leaders, initiated an action and 
then asked for arbitration. Either the government responded 
through the legal machinery or else the president’s office would 
handle the matter. In many cases, workers gained some of their 
demands. Labor also won collective contracts. For example, 
bakery, sugar,’ and textile workers in the capital all struck. In 
each case, the final settlement included a collective contract that, 
with some local variations, became the industry standard.*® 

Cardenas, however, made sure of government initiative in labor 
matters. Workers could begin an action, but positive results de- 
pended upon favorable rulings from official agencies ,or the 
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president. Cardenas favored the CTM but protected other labor 
groups as a check on the confederation’s power. The textile 
industry presented a typical case. In that sector, violence repeatedly 
flared between CTM and CROM members. Cardenas personally 
arranged temporary truces between warring factions and sent 


troops to enforce them. In 1938, government mediation brought ° 


relative peace; a settlement stipulated industry-wide wage levels, 
equal pay for equal work, promotion by seniority, and a closed 
shop, which protected both CTM and CROM unionists. The 
government thus restored labor peace, awarded workers concrete 
gains, and kept a balance between rival union forces.*”? 

Conflicts in the railroad and oil industries illustrate Cardenas’s 
willingness to implement advanced solutions to labor questions 
within the confines of established policies. In the middle of 1936, 
when a board outlawed their strike, railroad unions accepted the 
decision and ordered members back to work. However, they 
continued to agitate for pay raises and more than once disrupted 
service. Cardenas finally ended this situation by invoking the 
Expropriation Law of 1936. He placed the railways under state 
management, turning the system over to the workers for a five-year 
period starting May 1, 1938. Critics pictured this action as “creep- 
ing socialism,” but in reality it only made railroad workers state 
employees. The experiment proved short-lived: Avila Camacho, 
Mexico’s next president, ended it. Nor did it prove successful from 
labor’s viewpoint. Economic problems stemming from a high 
debt ratio, low freight charges set to benefit foreign exporters of 
raw materials, and a lack of administrative experience prevented 
significant improvements in operations. Some said that Cardenas 
intended the experiment to fail as proof that workers’ control did 
not work,*8 

The petroleum conflict developed into an even more tense situa- 
tion. The Expropriation Law implemented the Constitution, ruling 
that subsoil rights belong to the state as sovereign power. This left 
in doubt the legal status of properties that foreign oil companies 
had “purchased” before the Revolution. Prolonged negotiations 
during the 1920s failed to resolve the problem. Up until 1936, 
the companies had prevented workers’ attempts to organize; but 
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this situation changed when several groups of workers, aided by 
outside organizers and veterans of previous union battles, formed 
a union that promptly joined the CTM. 

The new union initiated a militant campaign to secure a collec- 
tive contract and substantial economic and job improvements. The 
companies resisted, and the union threatened a general strike. 
During the 1920s, Mexico had ranked as the world’s third-largest 
oil producer, and oil revenues had provided an economic backing 
for Obregón's regime. After that, production fell steadily, partly 
as a result of conflict between the government and the companies. 
Cárdenas hoped to expand the industry as part of Mexican indus- 
trialization and saw this confrontation as a way to settle the issue. 
He induced both sides to negotiate and persuaded the workers to 
postpone the strike. But the protagonists remained intransigent, 
and the workers struck in May 1936. The Conciliation and Arbi- 
tration Board promptly declared the action illegal. The workers 
then invoked a clause in the labor law which stipulated that a 
government-nominated commission could determine whether 
workers’ demands fell within the reasonable capacity of an 
industry to pay. Upon examining these findings, the board would 
then rule on the conflict, subject to appeal. 

The companies, seeking to avoid the entire process, protested 
and again objected when the commission supported the workers 
and condemned company practices. The companies refused to 
accept the ruling and appealed to the Supreme Court, which 
upheld the verdict. The contest sharpened when the companies 
refused to obey the board ruling despite the Supreme Court 
decision. The CTM’s official organ now proclaimed that the struggle 
had become “a protest of the Mexican masses, led by organized 
workers, against their foreign overlords.” In reality, labor demands 
at this stage took second place to the confrontation between 
Cárdenas, as head of state, and foreign capitalists.** 

Backed almost unanimously by public opinion, Cárdenas applied 
the Expropriation Law in March 1938. Labor hailed the move as 
a victory and staged a mass rally in support of the decision. 
However, the oil workers’ hopes soon turned to frustration. The 
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new state company refused to meet their demands under the 
government’s reorganization plan, and in 1940 the Conciliation 
and Arbitration Board ruled against them. The CTM supported 
Cardenas throughout, first against the foreign companies and then 
against the oil workers after nationalization, a stance that led the 
oil unions to withdraw from the confederation. In his final years,’ 
Cardenas took stronger stands against labor. For example, he 
forcefully broke a miners’ strike by using federal troops, once again 
receiving CIM praise for steps to counter persons acting “against 
Mexico’s interest.” 

Cardenas reaped concrete gains from these public stands. He 
appeared as the champion of Mexican nationalism against foreign 
companies and their exploitation of Mexican workers. He solidified 
his alliance with organized labor, particularly the CTM. And 
through state intervention, he preserved the government’s role as 
supreme arbiter over labor. The examples of the railroad and oil 
industries should not, however, be interpreted as signs of a desire 
to nationalize industry. In March 1936, Cardenas assured busi- 
nessmen and bankers that few industries would be expropriated. 
Similarly, after the oil expropriation, he rushed to assure foreign 
investors that he would not invoke the same solution in other cases, 
and he delivered on both pledges.* 

Cárdenas's agrarian policies mirrored his urban labor policies. 
Consonant with his campaign pronouncements, he accelerated the 
pace of agrarian reform and distributed almost twice as much land 
as all previous presidents combined. That still left some 35 percent 
of the rural population landless, but it dampened rural unrest. On 
the other hand, in true Cárdenas style, large estates dedicated to 
commercial agriculture also expanded during these years. 

Cárdenas encouraged rural unionization. The party, not the 
CTM, handled this task through the Confederación Nacional 
Campesina (CNC). By 1938, the CNC boasted thirty-eight 
peasant leagues, which later joined the party. The CTM, and 
Lombardo Toledano in particular, wished to undertake rural 
organizing, but Cárdenas persuaded it to abandon this effort and 
to recommend that all agrarian affiliates resign and join the CNC. 
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The two groups maintained consultative ties, but their separation 
ensured easier government control over both, another example of 
Cardenas’s dual policy. 

In rural conflicts, Cardenas followed the patterns he used in 
urban struggles. In the La Laguna district, he supported peasants 
against large landlords and called in CTM organizers to bolster 
their efforts. The intervention proved effective, and many peasants 
acquired land. Yet most large estates (70 percent of them foreign- 
owned) remained intact. Similarly, during the conflict at Los 
Mochis in Sinaloa, workers received land, byt.the property of the 
U.S.-based United Sugar Company went untouched.** 

Available data allow for some generalizations about labor’s 
economic situation. Salaries in the thirteen largest industrial estab- 
lishments increased 97 percent between 1934 and 1940; those of 
urban workers in general rose 32.2 percent; the average minimum 
rural salary advanced only 19.3 percent. In Mexico City, prices of 
foodstuffs rose 56 percent, and prices of clothing climbed 68.5 
percent. Prices probably increased less outside the capital. These 
figures suggest that industrial workers in the leading sectors im- 
proved their economic position but that urban labor in general 
and rural workers did not. In turn, those in larger urban work- 
places gained more than the average worker. Significant differences 
existed within the working class. Most workers earned the legal 
minimum or less. On the other hand, those workers in the nine 
leading industrial establishments who made the lowest salaries 
received almost twice as much as the minimum, and those in the 
highest pay brackets earned four times that figure.*? 

These data clearly indicate the outline of official labor policy. 
Workers in sectors vital to Mexico’s economic development, who 
also usually belonged to the CTM, received rising economic 
benefits. By granting these, the government hoped to buy indus- 
trial peace and'raise productivity. This tactic also demonstrated to 
workers the advantage of CTM membership and showed con- 
federation leaders the rewards of a friendly relationship with the 
government and Cardenas. 

Cardenas has been viewed as a radical, an interpretation 
strengthened by the fact that he followed and preceded conserva- 
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tives in office. But the years from 1934 to 1940 fit naturally into 
the flow of historical events. Cardenas actually continued trends 
begun in the 1920s. He kept labor subordinate to the ruling party 
while undercutting it by splitting urban industrial workers from 
rural and government workers. He sometimes favored labor, but 


only to cool class antagonisms. He made it clear that the state: 


held the real power and that only with government approval could 
labor win economic benefits or operate freely. Labor, in turn, 
continued to conform to the rules of the game set by the party. 
Organizations within the structure could win some economic and 
legal benefits. At all times, however, Cardenas emphasized that 
the national interest included the rights of capitalists and the 
right of private property. After Cardenas, Mexican governments 
formally linked to imperialist powers and representing an increas- 
ingly unified bourgeoisie tipped the scale further in favor of 
capital over labor. 


LABOR AND THE STATE SINCE 1940 


Presidents since 1940 have concentrated on accelerating capital- 
ist industrial and agricultural development. The ruling party (the 
PNR became the Partido de la Revolución Institucional, or PRI, 
in 1946) acts as a clearinghouse for all officially recognized 
interests, and a small clique makes all decisions. Within this inner 
circle, the president has the most influence, serving as the official 
link among groups and supreme arbiter over national affairs. PRI 
labor policy has continued past practices of co-optation and 
repression. 

The question of Cárdenas's successor loomed large. For a time, 
Lombardo Toledano emerged as a possible candidate, but the army 
vetoed that suggestion, believing him too radical. Finally, the 
conservative Manuel Avila Camacho received the party's backing. 
The CTM announced support for him in 1938 and duly received 
thirty-two seats in the Congress. The change of presidents coincided 
with the outbreak of World War II. During that crisis, the interests 
of labor and government momentarily meshed. Both agreed on 
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supporting the war effort to defeat fascism and on building national 
industry to avoid shortages and create a stronger national 
economy. The government also saw an opportunity to increase the 
power of the capitalist class at labor’s expense. Both thus called 
for unity under nationalistic slogans.9* 

This campaign soon resulted in a national unity pact between 
capital and labor signed by the CTM, CROM, and CGT, which 
together represented the vast majority of organized workers. The 
signers agreed to submit all disputes directly to the Ministry of 
Labor. Labor leaders further pledged fulb-co-operation in the 
“battle of production” to secure Mexico’s economic independence 
and to suspend interunion fights. Workers’ representatives said 
they would call strikes or institute work actions only in extreme 
situations and that they would accept presidential arbitration in 
all cases. Only a few independent unions, such as the electricians’ 
union, did not sign the pact, and it proved sufficient to keep labor 
peace. From 1941 through 1943, the number of strikes and strikers 
declined precipitously from the levels previously logged under 
Cardenas.** 

Labor unrest at the end of the war was foreshadowed in the 
form of increased stoppages during 1944. However, the pattern of 
capital-labor co-operation continued. Labor now joined in an un- 
written alliance with the Camara Nacional de la Industria de 
Transformación, an industrialists’ association that included the 
most progressive members of the rapidly expanding industrial 
bourgeoisie. In contrast with other employers’ groups, which re- 
fused to maintain relations with labor, the Camara thought that 
co-operation between labor and capital could ensure a smoothly 
functioning economy. Both sides agreed to work for Mexico’s full 
economic independence through the development of the national 
economy and for higher national material and cultural standards. 
To this end, industry would modernize by using technology and 
capital from advanced nations, a somewhat contradictory statement 
in view of the agreement’s commitment to economic independence. 
In reality, foreign investment only increased Mexico’s dependence 
on advanced economics; modern technology led to capital-intensive 
operations that created fewer jobs than the older labor-intensive 
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systems. The pact also provided for the peaceful solution of labor 
conflicts through collective bargaining.®® 

Why did the leading labor organizations sign this agreement? 
The CTM leadership grew increasingly reformist after the war. 
Leftists and other militants either gradually retired from the 


organization or were removed. The largest purge took place in ’ 


1948 as a direct result of the Cold War, when the government, 
under U.S. pressure, acted to remove all Communists or Marxists 
from the confederation. Reformists hoped that the pact would 
secure labor peace and industrial growth. Labor peace would assure 
the government’s good will, which in turn gave them benefits in 
the form of political offices and lucrative union posts. Industrial 
growth would result in economic benefits for their followers, who 
represented an elite group of workers in the advanced sectors. Nor 
did these expectations prove wrong. The joint commission created 
to arbitrate conflicts functioned smoothly. In 1949, for example, 
only 2 of more than 200 cases brought before the commission re- 
quired further litigation before settlement. At the same time, 
workers in most key industries received higher wages than the 
rest of the labor force, and the corrupt leaders reaped handsome 
personal rewards.®°® 

Two additional factors account for labor’s decreased militancy 
in the 1940s. First, government legislation gradually implemented 
provisions originally laid out by the Constitution and the Federal 
Labor Law of 1931 and, at the same time, increased penalties for 
those not conforming to official dictates. In 1943, for example, in 
the face of rapidly rising living costs and workers’ discontent, laws 
supplemented the income of those earning less than the legal 
minimum and guaranteed a periodic revision in minimum wages. 
In 1944, the government created the long-promised social security 
system, which slowly expanded to cover 1.1 million persons by 
1952. However, most of the beneficiaries belonged to the unionized 
sector, and less than 100,000 lived in rural areas. On the other 
hand, the labor law’s 1942 revision further limited labor autonomy, 
and subsequent modifications continued to erode labor’s rights. 
For example, new provisions made it easier to fire workers and 
restricted the rights of public employees to strike. The government 
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also passed the Law of Social Dissolution, which set penalties for 
any attempt to “dissolve” Mexican society. The law failed to 
specify what acts fell into this category, thus allowing the authori- 
ties to interpret it freely. Originally passed against the fascist threat, 
the law remained on the books for use against all protestors.?” 

Second, cutside the CTM, labor remained divided. The division 
prevented the formation of a progressive working-class front to 
combat the confederation’s reformist policies. Lombardo Toledano, 
after failing to move the CTM out of the PRI, founded a separate 
labor organization and then a political pasty. In 1946-1947, a 
second schism occurred when the more progressive unions, in- 
cluding rail workers, miners, petroleum workers, and electricians, 
withdrew to form the Central Unica de Trabajadores (CUT). But 
the new organization did not endorse class struggle; it merely stated 
that it wished to function without government support or inter- 
ference. It, in turn, soon split. First rail workers and then other 
unions resigned under heavy official pressures. Government em- 
ployees, one of the largest groups, also failed to unite. Because they 
formed part of the party’s popular sector, authorities denied them 
the right to unionize or to form a new sector within the party 
in 1946 and again in 1950. The revolutionary leadership thus 
remained consistent in its policy of dividing workers and pre- 
venting the formation of independent labor blocs.*8 

Divisions within labor’s ranks continued after 1950, sometimes 
encouraged by the party because they facilitated government con- 
trol. In the mid-1950s, the labor sector divided. The more con- 
servative elements formed the Bloque Unido Obrero (BUO), a 
loose grouping of confederations and unions headed by the CTM 
until it was dissolved in 1966. A number of smaller organizations 
formed an anti-BUO bloc. Both remained closely linked to the 
PRI, differing principally over economic issues. The anti-BUO 
bloc campaigned against “corrupt labor leadership,” but in practice 
limited its actions to rhetoric. CTM dissidents also founded two 
new confederations, but they remained in the PRI. Nevertheless, 
the CTM continued to be the leading labor body, enrolling from 
70 to 90 percent of all unionized workers.*? 

In 1960, the government formed the Central Nacional de 
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Trabajadores, which claimed 400,000 members and declared 
itself a nationalist organization independent of employers but 
subject (as always) to the state. When that group faltered, the 
party tried again in 1965, orchestrating the formation of an 
Asamblea Nacional Revolucionario del Proletariado, which in- 
corporated the same old corrupt bureaucracy and representatives: 
of the state. By 1970, yet another group sprang into existence, the 
Comisión Nacional Tripartita, which incorporated representatives 
of labor, capital, and government for the purpose of discussing 
mutual economic issues. Each of these developments coincided 
with a new presidential succession and represented the attempt by 
the incoming officeholder to build a national organization to smooth 
labor relations. Labor dissent inside the CTM grew markedly after 
1958, and the creation of new organizations reflected the hope of 
reorganizing labor into a confederation that might gain greater 
appeal among workers. Their failure resulted from the fact that 
the same persons occupied leadership posts and that workers 
distrusted both those bureaucrats and all state initiatives.* 

In the agrarian sector, the CNC now dominates all organized 
activity. Its prime function is not to unionize peasants but to mobil- 
ize rural support for the PRI. Like its urban counterpart, the 
CTM, the CNC maintains a more or less united agrarian front for 
the party and settles local disputes peaceably whenever possible. 
In 1963, twelve peasant organizations tried to form an independent 
group, but it foundered within two years. More recently, however, 
agrarian unrest has grown in several states.*! 

In order to maintain the fiction that it operates autonomously, 
the CTM sometimes opposes government policies. In 1954 and 
1958, for example, it initially refused to accept government wage 
standards and demanded higher raises than those propcsed. In 
both cases, most labor organizations operated within the rules, 
using legal means to express their grievances. In 1954, the CIM 
even threatened a general strike before backing down after gov- 
ernment assurances that it would consider the group’s demands. 
Similarly, in 1974, when the annual inflation rate exceeded 20 
percent, labor threatened to strike to protest wage increases of less 
than that amount. As usual, the CTM eventually called off the 
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action and agreed to a compromise figure. Throughout these crises, 
the state maintained the initiative and dictated solutions. In all 
cases, however, the rank and file acted more militantly than the 
leadership. During 1958, dissidents captured control of several 
unions by appealing to the membership over the heads of the 
bureaucracy. That brought quick action, and the government ousted 
the dissidents once the storm of protest subsided or else used force 
to crush those workers who did not accept state decisions. 

At the heart of the system lies corruption backed by force. 
Progovernment leaders use union funds and live lavishly at the 
expense of the rank and file. A select few ‘receive high political 
posts in Congress, state governments, or the government bureauc- 
racy. The CTM garners the majority of these sinecures; the party 
distributes the rest among friendly non-CTM labor groups. The 
government and the labor bureaucracy use numerous legal and 
illegal mechanisms of control. On the lowest level, union leaders 
rely on interpersonal relationships. Industrial jobs pay compara- 
tively well and are scarce within a labor-surplus economy in which 
unemployment and underemployment are estimated at 30 to 40 
percent. Officials apportion these jobs to recommended persons, 
ones highly unlikely to oppose their rule. Furthermore, recalcitrant 
unionists can be expelled from an organization and as a conse- 
quence lose their jobs. The bureaucracy can censor all materials 
sent to workers, thereby preventing the circulation of dissenting 
views. They also recruit future leaders, thus assuring that only 
co-operative persons rise within the hierarchy. Union leaders 
seldom attempt to build consciousness among the rank and file. 
Most contracts are renewed every two years. Little union political 
activity takes place during the intervals between contract negotia- 
tions. The leaders speak for the unions, and agreements in many 
cases are not subject to ratification by the rank and file. Thus the 
average union, member pays dues and follows orders. 

If antigovernment forces gain control of a local, the national 
officers can usually depose them by refusing to recognize their 
election’on some technical ground. A case in point occurred in the 
oil industry in 1958. Dissidents won two Mexico City locals and 
gained recognition by staging demonstrations that showed wide- 
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spread support by workers. But the revolt lasted only a short time. 
Within two years, legal maneuverings backed by government pres- 
sure drove the “rebel” leaders from office. Teachers also succeeded 
in forming independent unions for a time, but in 1960, they suc- 
cumbed after a series of unfavorable legal rulings. 

The government can intervene in union affairs in numerous ways. 
It can use official agencies. Conciliation and Arbitration Boards 
take one of three rulings on strikes under their jurisdiction: that 
an action is illegal, that it is “nonexistent” (i.e., has no legal basis 
to exist), or that it is legal. The first alternative allows employers 
to fire workers at will; if workers continue to strike, they then risk 
direct military or police intervention. If a strike is ruled non- 
existent, which usually occurs when the board deems the strike 
harmful to the balance between labor and capital, then workers 
must normalize operations in forty-eight hours. In either case, no 
lost pay is recouped. Only if a strike is legalized does the employer 
pay for days lost. Board decisions concerning strikes often take 
considerable time; a strike may last weeks before a decision is 
reached. Given these risks, it is obviously safer to settle matters 
peaceably or else secure assurances of the government's good will 
before beginning an action. 

Other steps, such as the refusal to recognize an organization, 
can keep unions in line. This move prevents unions from striking 
legally or bargaining collectively. In 1949, for example, the govern- 
ment denied recognition to Lombardo Toledano’s newly formed 
confederation on the ground that it illegally included rural groups. 
In reality, the government disliked the group’s leftist politics. The 
government can also choose extralegal tactics. For example, it 
aided friendly leaders when dissidents threatened to take over the 
mineworkers’ confederation by blocking their attendance at the 
national convention. Progovernment leaders then easily secured 
a majority and saved their positions. Force, probably used more 
often than is commonly acknowledged, is yet another weapon in 
the government’s arsenal. Under the Law of Social Dissolution, 
authorities can jail and try “subversives” for acting against state 
interests. All nonconformists run the risk of personal injury at 
the hands of union thugs.* 
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The case of the railroad unions provides a study in dissent. 
Mexican rail workers traditionally maintained an independent 
position. During the 1920s, they successfully fought CROM 
attempts to absorb their unions. In the late 1940s, they broke with 
the CTM and led the way in forming the CUT. Their internal 
strength resulted in part from the workers’ unique position. Their 
organization ranked as the largest single labor entity, with over 
70,000 members, and encompassed practically all workers in the 
industry. In addition, it controlled a vital sector of the economy. 
After the union’s show of independence ¡in 1948, however, the 
government proceeded to arrest its leaders and purge most pro- 
gressives. Those acts paved the way for the election of Jests Diaz 
de León, nicknamed “El Charro,” to head the union. He soon 
turned the union officials into docile government supporters 
through the heavy-handed use of force and outright bribery. His 
example became the prototype for corrupt leaders, and that style 
of control is still known as charrismo. 

By 1958, however, many of those purged from office had 
strengthened their rank-and-file support. Dissidents took the lead 
that year in demanding salary increases by forming an ad hoc 
commission on wages led by Demetrio Vallejo, a pro-Communist. 
The commission showed that real wages had dropped 40 percent 
since 1948 and insisted on substantial rectification. After a short 
strike against one line, the government partially capitulated. It 
unilaterally granted increases that surpassed those originally offered 
but still below the commission's demand. Commission members 
then asked for recognition as the union's leadership on the basis 
of their role in the struggle. The government deposed old-line 
officials and called elections, but barred Vallejo from running for 
office. Unrest and wildcat strikes continued until the government 
approved free elections, which Vallejo won by an overwhelming 
majority. 

Supported by the rank and file, Vallejo now attempted to secure 
a uniform industry-wide settlement. After futile negotiations, a 
call for a general strike went out in conformity with Mexican law. 
Before the strike, which the government firmly opposed, the BUO 
called mass rallies to back the government. As usual, workers 
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attending these demonstrations received the day off with pay and 
free transportation. The BUO then claimed that this “spontaneous” 
demonstration showed that workers sided with the party against 
the railroad union. 

The strike, however, began at the appointed time. At that point, 
the government moved forcefully, declaring the strike illegal. 
Federal troops occupied national and local union buildings, soldiers 
forced strikers back to work at gunpoint, and authorities arrested 
some 3,000 workers, including all the newly elected officials. 
Simultaneously, it initiated a massive campaign to discredit the 
strike leaders. The press assured the public that “international 
Communism” lay behind the strike, and secret police turned up 
“subversive” materials at union headquarters. As crowning proof, 
the government expelled two Soviet diplomats with whom Vallejo 
had supposedly met regularly. 

Repression was not confined to the railroaders; the government 
also arrested leaders from the petroleum, teachers, and com- 
munications workers’ unions because they had shown signs of 
backing the rail workers. Almost overnight, an anti-Vallejo faction 
appeared in the railroad union and received official blessings. 
Vallejo, along with other strike leaders, came to trial under the 
Law of Social Dissolution in 1963, after being imprisoned for five 
years. He received a sixteen-year sentence for conspiracy and 
sabotage; his companions received lesser terms. An international 
campaign eventually secured his release in 1968.® 

The scenario during other working-class protests has not been 
substantially different. Teachers’ agitation, the 1964-1965 doctors’ 
strike, and the internationally famous student strike of 1968 all . 
met harsh responses. The 1968 massacre of students and workers 
in Mexico City is merely one incident in a long chain of state 
violence against dissent.** 

The level of organization and the general economic situation of 
the working class reflect government attitudes. As Table 10 shows, 
the number of unionized workers and organizations has grown. 
However, the relative level of unionization has declined, after 
remaining steady from 1950 to 1955. This trend is, in part, the 
result of a slowing down in the number of new jobs in highly 
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TABLE 10. NUMBER OF UNIONIZED WORKERS AND UNIONS, 1940—1969 


Number of Percentage of Number of 
Unionized Workers All Workers Unions 
1940 605,433 8.6 — 
1950 817,381 9.1 — 
1955 979,991 8.7 — $ 
1960 1,298,025 US 9,675 
1965 1,697,258 7.4 12,733 
1969 1,793,553 Te 14,159 


Sources: Calculated from Pablo Gonzalez Casanova, La democracia 
en México (Mexico City, 1969), p. 304, and Estados Unidos Mexi- 
canos, Secretaria de Industria y Comercio, Dirección General de 
Estadistica, Anuario estadistico compendiado de los Estados Unidos 
Mexicanos, 1970 (Mexico City, 1971), p. 145. See also the general 
discussion of problems concerning statistics in Michael D. Everett, 
“The Role of the Mexican Trade Unions, 1950-1963” (Ph.D. diss., 
economics, Washington University, 1967), p. 81; Roberto de la Cerda 
Silva, El movimiento obrero en México (Mexico City, 1961), p. 147; 
and Horace B. Davis, “Numerical Strength of Mexican Unions,” 
Southwest Social Science Quarterly 35, no. 1 (June 1954): 48-55. 


unionized sectors (industry) and a rapid growth of those less 
unionized (services). At present, approximately 14 million persons 
in the labor force do not belong to a union. Organized labor thus 
forms a small portion of the working class. At the same time, the 
number of unions has risen faster than union membership. In other 
words, individual unions are becoming smaller on the average, a 
fact that facilitates government control. Smaller organizations, 
unless backed by the labor movement as a whole, are easier to 
bring into line with official policy. 

The strength of individual unions and confederations cannot be 
accurately determined because the only available figures on 
membership are exaggerated. In 1958, for example, government 
sources listed 1.2 million union members; the PRI labor sector 
claimed that the BUO included almost 1.9 million workers, of 
which 1.5 million belonged to the CTM; and the anti-BUO bloc 
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TABLE 11. STRIKE DATA, 1935-1969 
(By Presidential Terms) 


Average Number Average Number 


of Strikes of Strikers 
Cárdenas (1935-1940) 478 61,422 
Avila Camacho (1941-1946) 387 55,314 
Alemán (1947-1952) 108 19,250 
Ruíz Cortines (1953-1958) 248 25,057 
López Mateos (1959-1964) 403 44,465 
Díaz Ordaz (1965-1970) 124 2,886 


SOURCES: González Casanova, La democracia en México, pp. 183— 
184; International Labour Office, Yearbook of Labour Statistics 
(Geneva, 1972), p. 747. 


boasted that it had about 250,000 followers. Not all these claims 
can be correct. Overall, the CTM probably includes somewhere 
between 70 and 90 percent of those unionized. Non-CTM organi- 
zations claimed 25.7 percent of organized workers in 1950 and 
30.5 percent in 1960, indicating a slight trend away from CTM 
membership during that period.* 

Existing data on strike activity suggest other trends. Since 1940, 
the government has strongly encouraged peaceful settlement of 
disputes along established guidelines. In general, that policy has 
proved successful. The progovernment bureaucracy has co-operated 
fully, and arbitration boards have usually declared stoppages by 
militant unions or those seeking benefits above the guidelines to 
be either illegal or nonexistent. In 1957, for example, of 13,364 
conflicts submitted to the boards, only 193 developed into strikes; 
in 1970, these bodies ruled on 26,377 disputes, but only 206 
strikes occurred. *' 

Table 11 shows that strike activity decreased after 1940, 
reaching a low point between 1947 and 1958, Moreover, between 
1941 and 1950, labor managed outright victories in only 301 strikes, 
whereas employers triumphed in 359.17 This marked the first time 
that labor lost a majority of the actions that resulted in clear-cut 
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TABLE 12. URBAN AND RURAL MINIMUM SALARIES, 1935—1962 


Percent 
Increase in minimum urban salary 1,032.1 
Increase in minimum rural salary 906.4 
Increase in cost of living, Mexico City 986.2 


SOURCE: Secretaria de la Presidencia, Cinquenta anos de revolución 
en cifras (Mexico City, 1963), p. 112. 
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decisions. Activity rose briefly during the presidency of Adolfo 
Lépez Mateos, as workers protested against spiraling inflation. 
Since then, however, the government has clamped down as 
measured by new lows reached in the period from 1965 to 1970. 
Since the total number of persons unionized has gone up along 
with the number of unions, it is clear that proportionately fewer 
and fewer workers are able or willing to voice legal protest. 

Wages vary substantially from industry to industry, from area 
to area, and between rural and urban workers. Minimum-wage 
levels provide guidelines, but large numbers of workers earn less 
than the minimum levels. Furthermore, official data often fail to 
reflect actual cost-of-living rises. Still, available statistical series 
suggest several generalizations on living standards. 

Table 12 indicates that urban salaries increased somewhat more 
than the overall cost of living but that rural salaries at best kept 
pace (assuming that the cost of living in rural areas rose less than 
it did in Mexico City). Other figures cast further light on the 
matter of salaries. In 1956, the average urban minimum salary 
stood at 7.86 pesos a day. A breakdown of income levels for that 
year shows that 78.2 percent of the population made less than 750 
pesos annually, which amounts to about 2.5 pesos a day. Another 
18.3 percent earned between 751 and 2,000 pesos. Even if the 
latter group represents urban labor, the average wage would 
amount to under 7 pesos a day if all persons in the group earned 
2,000 pesos annually, a supposition that is obviously untrue. It 
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therefore seems safe to assume that many workers earn less than 
the minimum and do not receive mandated increments under 
minimum-wage legislation. The figures in Table 12 thus represent 
an optimistic interpretation of the real situation.% 

Other data show mixed results. One study concluded that 
average salaries increased 216 percent between 1930 and 1950 
and that the cost of living rose 256 percent, leaving real salary 
levels 9 percent lower in 1950. Another study found that from 
1940 to 1960 real industrial wages fell 6 percent and the minimum 
agrarian salary declined 45 percent in real terms. Scattered figures 
for 1962 to 1970, on the other hand, show a 50 percent income 
rise in the manufacturing sector while the cost of living increased 
slightly more than 30 percent. Workers in highly organized sectors, 
such as transportation (64 percent unionized), electricity (100 
percent unionized), extractive industries (68 percent unionized), 
or in the chemical sector, where foreign capital predominates, 
receive better salaries than others. However, these workers repre- 
sent only one-seventh of the total nonagricultural labor force and 
thus form a sort of labor elite.*? 

Income distribution figures support the conclusion that most 
families live on precariously low incomes. A study of urban condi- 
tions in 1961-1962 concluded that 94.6 percent of all families 
(not individual workers) earned under 3,000 pesos yearly. In 
other words, most families barely took in more than the supposed 
minimum wage for an individual worker. Mexico thus is a typical 
underdeveloped area. A small group of higher paid workers exists 
in the dynamic sectors, and these sectors generate much of the 
capital accumulated by the national and foreign bourgeoisie. 
Workers who belong to a union earn more and live better than 
those who do not, but their numbers are tightly controlled, and 
they represent a shrinking percentage of the work force. New 
industry is capital- rather than labor-intensive because it must 
compete within the world capitalist markets. Unions may therefore 
have reached a limit of relative expansion. Existing organizations 
cannot expand their membership as fast as the population growth 
(now over 3 percent a year and one of the highest in the world) 
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without a radical shift in investment patterns or government social 
policies. Because this is unlikely, the social and economic gap 
between union and nonunion workers will surely continue to 
grow. 


CONCLUSION 


Many factors weigh against any significant change in the near 
future. The policy of co-optation—repression shows few signs of 
seriously breaking down, and workers face many obstacles. Legal 
controls severely hamper opposition movements. Unions outside 
official groups have not attracted a large permanent following. The 
composition of the labor force also hinders the growth of militancy. 
Workers from the countryside have little or no union experience 
and are easily absorbed into the official system. The CTM even 
recruits in rural areas to ensure that workers join its ranks. Move- 
ment from a rural to an urban setting may mean an immediate 
improvement in economic terms and therefore temporary satis- 
faction. The fact that the service sector (only 4.2 percent 
organized) is the fastest-growing segment of the work force also 
restricts possibilities. Workers in this area have proved traditionally 
hard to organize, in part because many hold only temporary or 
part-time jobs. At the same time, the government continues to meet 
at least some of the workers’ most pressing demands. The social 
security system has expanded, and in 1962 a primitive profit- 
sharing arrangement went into effect. Workers in key industries 
receive salary increases that at least approximate increases in the 
cost of living. And the authorities effectively use official propaganda 
to make workers think that the Revolution has their welfare in 
mind.” 

On the other hand, the potential for increased working-class 
militancy in Mexico exists. Inflation, a product of the world 
economic situation and beyond the government’s control, is cur- 
rently running at about 20 percent a year. That casts doubts on the 
ability of the ruling class to allow even organized labor wage 
increases that match the rise in the cost of living and. also continue 
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the process of capital accumulation. In 1976, for example, the 
government granted wage increases of 23 percent, or 7 percent less 
than the official inflation rate. The disparity of income levels within 
the working class grows and how long workers outside the system 
will accept accelerating differences is problematical. Underemploy- 
ment and unemployment now afflict half the work force of 16 
million, and the economy generates many fewer jobs than the 
800,000 needed to provide work for those entering the labor 
market each year. Furthermore, Mexico’s foreign debt now stands 
at $24 billion (versus $3.5 billion in 1970), and repayment will 
place severe constraints on future government budgets and, there- 
fore, economic policies.” 

Social unrest has recently become one of the most important 
issues within Mexico. In rural areas, invasions of large estates 
have increased in frequency, particularly in the northwest. Four 
million landless migrants now seek the means to earn a living 
and their numbers grow every year. Urban labor too is restless and 
illegal strikes are becoming more frequent. Left opposition groups 
operate in many unions, including those once considered safely 
under government control. Workers also continue to organize out- 
side the official labor movement. 

The government, however, shows no signs of changing its 
policies. Luis Echeverría (1970-1976) came to office with a 
liberal program designed to relieve growing social and economic 
pressures, but an increasingly vocal right-wing faction within the 
party blocked most of his efforts. Mexico’s current president, José 
López Portillo (inaugurated December 1, 1976), represents this 
group, and he has clearly stated his intention to strengthen the 
traditional alliance of government with business and foreign 
capital. He has already announced an austerity program. Thus 
the patterns formed during the decades after 1910 appear likely 
to continue, but repression rather than co-optation will become the 
principal response to working-class and peasant demands.”* 
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LABOR AND POPULISM: 
ARGENTINA AND BRAZIL 


The Depression inaugurated the co-optive—repressive period for 
most of Latin America, although the period’s specific character- 
istics differed depending upon both the international dimension 
and local circumstances. In Mexico, for example, the 1910 Revolu- 
tion hastened the process; in other areas, the 1930s determined the 
contours of co-optation and repression. In several countries, 
populism emerged as the dominant mechanism through which 
those in power dealt with the working class and labor. 

The term populist describes a variety of Latin American regimes 
since the 1930s. Most agree that populism is “a political movement 
opposed to the status quo and supported by the mass of the urban 
working class and sometimes the peasantry as well as nonworking 
class elements.” Recent research has pinpointed the key elements 
of populism by concluding that politicians from the ruling class 
or petty bourgeoisie lead populist movements and that, despite 
rhetoric to the contrary, they serve the class aims of these 
politicians. Populism is nationalistic in content and thus may 
involve real or potential conflict at an international level. It ulti- 
mately serves to weaken working-class organization by restricting 
its autonomous development, and in that sense does not attack 
existing structures. In reality, conflict arising around populist move- 
ments represents intraclass struggles on a national or extranational 
level rather than interclass warfare, as is often supposed.’ 

Populism in Latin America is often identified with individual 
politicians, It has no systematic ideology; rather, it usually adopts 
a loose set of concepts to fit a particular case or occasion and dis- 
plays itself through a political style. This chapter looks at populism 
during the period of Juan D. Perón in Argentina (1943-1955), 
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and during the regimes of Getúlio Vargas (1930-1945, 1950- 
1954) and Joao Goulart (1961-1964) in Brazil. 

These cases, of course, represent only three examples. In Chile, 
the Popular Front period and its aftermath (1938-1948) can be 
viewed as populist. Similarly, the Cardenas years share many 
characteristics found in populist periods elsewhere, but Cardenas 
is best understood within the Mexican context. Perón and Vargas 
stand out most distinctly within the historical development of their 
nations. Significantly, all the examples cited here occurred in the 
1930s, but populist regimes and parties haye continued to exist 
throughout Latin America.” 

To understand populism’s origins, it is necessary to examine 
events generated by the Depression, which facilitated its rise. The 
economic crash brought a sharp contraction of world trade. 
Between 1930 and 1933, the volume of world exports fell 25 
percent, and its total value plummeted over 50 percent. The Latin 
American nations, along with other exporters of primary products, 
suffered greatly. Mass liquidation of foreign investment worsened 
the situation. Latin America’s import capacity shrank severely. In 
the period from 1930 to 1934, it declined 37 percent from the 
previous five-year period; between 1935 and 1939, it declined 27 
percent. Every nation except Argentina defaulted on its foreign 
debt service, further curtailing available external financing.* 

Table 13 shows the Depression’s impact in Argentina and Brazil. 
Argentina’s agricultural and pastoral exports enjoyed a relatively 
stable demand, and furthermore, production (area sown or 
animals marketed) could be varied on an annual basis. Argentina 
suffered less than other nations, and its economy recovered by the 
late 1930s. Markets for Brazil’s main export, coffee, shrank 
rapidly, but coffee trees grew berries every year. As a result, 
economic activity plummeted and recovered only gradually. 

After 1930, two central problems concerned national govern- 
ments: how to prevent economic collapse and how to avoid 
massive social unrest. In Argentina and Brazil, as elsewhere in 
Latin America, military regimes seized power. Gradually, however, 
defensive strategies for survival gave way to programs designed to 
meet the crisis actively on a long-term basis. The Depression 
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TABLE 13. VARIATIONS IN AVERAGE ANNUAL IMPORT CAPACITY, 
1930-1939 
(Percentage Variation from 1925-1929) 


Argentina Brazil 
1930-1934 —27 —35 
1935-1939 —11 —32 


SOURCE: Celso Furtado, Economic Development of Latin America 
(Cambridge, Eng., 1970), table 5.3, p. 41. 


underscored the vulnerability of export economies to the vagaries 
of world capitalism, and industrialization appeared to be a way to 
remedy that circumstance. Those in power hoped that industrial 
expansion would generate internal economic growth and ease 
the impact of the crisis. They also saw it as a means to lessen 
dependency upon the developed nations. Both countries embarked 
on industrialization programs, entering the so-called import- 
substitution stage, during which local industry produced manufac- 
tures previously imported. The resulting growth in manufacturing, 
in turn, led to rapid urbanization aided by a depression in the agri- 
cultural sector which drove people into cities in search of better 
opportunities or just the means of survival. This mass of urban 
newcomers played an important role in populist politics and the 
development of organized labor. 

The problem of financing industrial development soon arose. 
Nowhere in Latin America did an industrial bourgeoisie exist 
either capable of or willing to undertake this mammoth task alone, 
and external financing could not be obtained. Expanded state 
participation, however, provided an alternative. Accordingly, in the 
1930s, state economic intervention increased, and governments 
actively sought ways to raise needed investment capital and build 
the required infrastructure. One method was the imposition of 
regressive wage policies that forced the working class and peas- 
antry to contribute yet greater amounts to internal capital 
accumulation. 

Industrialization financed primarily by the local working class 
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required new labor strategies. Industry needed skilled and disci- 
plined workers, but it also needed a reserve pool of labor to 
maintain low wages. Strict control over the working class could 
assure both. Populist politicians thought they could best accom- 
plish this goal by tightly controlling surviving unions or by creat- 
ing them where none existed. Labor organizations performed 
several functions in that formulation. They tied workers directly 
to state agencies that administered labor laws, thus facilitating the 
implementation of government policy. Through wage policies and 
distribution of social services to union members, they also served 
as vehicles for controlling the rate of capital accumulation and 
raising or lowering purchasing power. Furthermore, government 
co-optation and repression (as in Mexico) theoretically prevented 
any serious challenge by organized labor or the working class. 

Nationalism became the dominant ideology used to justify these 
measures, and industrialization quickly became a national panacea. 
The Depression threatened the viability of national society, and it 
originated abroad. As a result, almost all sectors of the population 
thought that the economy should be strengthened against the 
possibility of such occurrences in the future, and they readily 
accepted nationalist ideologies. Official propaganda spun the myth 
that all citizens would ultimately benefit equally from industrial 
growth but warned that it entailed grave sacrifices. Workers 
occupied an assigned place in the scheme as the ultimate pro- 
ducers (but not yet consumers) of wealth; they supposedly ensured 
their children’s future by tightening their own belts, a process 
repeated every generation. Capitalists, however, reaped immediate 
rewards. They acquired needed capital to invest and accumulated 
profits as compensation for the risks of entrepreneurship. Official 
propaganda proclaimed that any ideology which even obliquely 
threatened industrialization smacked of treason. Before 1930, 
Communism and anarchism represented godless attempts to under- 
mine family, property, and morals; after 1930, bourgeois ideologies 
contended that Communism and anarchism also menaced free 
enterprise, the capitalist system, and therefore the state’s ability to 
provide wealth for all. 

The ways in which each ruling class could accomplish its goals 
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varied according to two additional factors: the structure and 
strength of the working-class movement and the degree of cohesion 
within the bourgeoisie. The Depression affected Argentina least 
of any Latin American nation. Labor there hdd attained a high 
level of organization before 1930. The elite remained unified, in 
the sense that the agricultural-pastoral sector dominated an indus- , 
trial sector composed mainly of foreigners. At the time, agrarian 
exporters felt that limited national industrial development to fill 
the gap left by a reduced capacity to import did not harm their 
interests. They thus backed regimes that espoused controlled indus- 
trialization. Because no strong or unified central labor organization 
existed after 1930, the government could effectively repress labor. 
However, the militancy of a working class possessing a long tradi- 
tion of struggle could remain dormant only for a limited time. 
Labor unrest and working-class mobilization increased during 
the late 1930s, but workers’ demands fell on deaf ears. Perón built 
his populist coalition in the 1940s by tapping workers’ discontent 
before it exploded. He extended social and economic benefits to 
the working class, but at the same time, he carefully controlled 
organized labor and discouraged autonomous working-class ex- 
pression. Perón's policies favored national industry and workers 
over traditional agrarian interests, but he never challenged the 
capitalist basis of Argentine society. 

In Brazil, the elite split between the old oligarchy centered in 
Sao Paulo and those opposed to it, including urbanized middle 
groups. Labor remained poorly organized because of effective 
repression throughout the 1920s. Vargas therefore faced no strong 
working-class opposition upon seizing power. After taking steps to 
bolster the economy, he proceeded to create a state-controlled 
labor movement that facilitated industrialization and provided 
him with mass support when needed. At the same time, he assured 
social peace and labor co-operation in a period of local capital 
accumulation. Vargas’s hands-off policy in the countryside tempo- 
rarily calmed agrarian interests, and like Perón, he attempted no 
radical changes of the prevailing socioeconomic system. 

In the 1930s and 1940s, local capital enjoyed a relative 
autonomy in relation to world capitalism and imperialism. The 


156 ORGANIZED LABOR IN LATIN AMERICA 


Depression loosened ties of dependency. The war brought mixed 
results for Latin America. Producers of strategic materials and 
primary products needed for the war effort profited from foreign 
sales, but industrialization slowed as the 1940s advanced. At the 
urging of the United States, some governments transferred funds 
into war-related production, but capital and intermediate goods 
could not be imported. However, between 1929 and 1947, indus- 
trialization made significant strides. That sector grew from 22.85 
to 32.40 percent of gross domestic product in Argentina and from 
11.7 to 23.1 percent of GDP in Brazil. Existing pockets of local 
capital expanded and new ones formed.5 

After the war and European recovery, the era of relative freedom 
ended. Led by the United States, foreign capital actively re-estab- 
lished hegemony over underdeveloped areas. The process involved 
two steps: increased investment (now more and more in manu- 
facturing) and the creation or maintenance of conditions that 
allowed maximization of profits and minimization of risks. It 
required governments that followed acceptable policies with regard 
to the investment of foreign capital, such as adequate infrastructure, 
free profit remittances, monopoly positions, and low import duties. 
It also demanded both a quiescent and stable working class and 
peasantry that could provide adequately trained and disciplined 
personnel and at least a minimum of local purchasing power.* 

Spearheaded by the United States, international capitalism and 
its local allies no longer tolerated governments or movements that 
threatened “safe investment climates.” They considered populist 
regimes particularly undesirable because such regimes advocated 
nationalism and mobilized workers, forces that might oppose 
foreign domination. Imperialist powers therefore worked against 
populist regimes or at least tried to nullify their nationalist policies 
and purge them of their working-class component. Failing this, 
they sought to water down nationalist economic policies and to 
see that only procapitalist working-class organizations survived 
(see Chapter 6). The fact that by 1955 governments favorable to 
imperialist wishes replaced two of the populist regimes discussed 
here attests to the success of these efforts. Similarly, foreign pres- 
sures also helped snuff out Goulart in 1964. E 
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LABOR AND POPULISM IN ARGENTINA: 
THE RISE AND FALL OF PERÓN, 1930-1955 


Depression and Realignment, 1930-1943 


The conservative military coup of 1930 represented the interests 
of the landed oligarchy that had been threatened by the drastic 
fall in exports to Great Britain and Europe. Succeeding govern- 
ments continued to reflect those interests, and elections simply 
rubber-stamped official candidates. Most opposition parties at first 
opposed conservative rule but later either openly or tacitly en- 
dorsed the fraudulent electoral process, confining themselves to 
ineffectual verbal protests or isolated political acts.” 

The landed bourgeoisie faced a series of economic problems. 
The drop in exports severely curtailed foreign exchange earnings 
and therefore the nation’s capacity to import. Continued imports 
meant huge budget deficits and, sooner or later, default on external 
obligations, which exporters wished to avoid in order not to 
antagonize overseas buyers. Conversely, any prolonged reduction 
in imports would result in domestic shortages, inflationary pres- 
sures, and social unrest. Limited national industrialization of the 
import-substitution variety seemed a way out of the dilemma. To 
meet the immediate economic crisis, governments after 1930 
implemented measures for contained national industrialization, in- 
cluding commercial and monetary controls, massive public works 
projects to build infrastructure, and state production boards, all of 
which signaled increased state participation within a carefully 
regulated economy. By 1935, the downward cycle bottomed out. 
Simultaneously, the agrarian oligarchy assured its own continued 
prosperity through the Roca-Runciman Pact of 1933 (renewed 
in 1936). These agreements guaranteed Argentine beef entry into 
British markets at set prices. In return, British capital gained 
greater control over the export process and concessions primarily 
within the transport sector. 

The industrial sector of the economy grew rapidly, and by 
1943 industry ranked as the leading contributor to national income, 
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overtaking agriculture. The number of industrial establishments 
increased from 37,362 in 1935 to 52,445 in 1941, many of them 
small firms financed by national capital. As a result, imports within 
the total supply of goods fell from 52.9 percent in 1929 to 34.9 
percent in 1938 and continued downward in the following years. 
However, during the 1930s, local industrialists had no national 
political role. In 1935, foreigners made up 60 percent of all entre- 
preneurs, and many more were of immigrant origin. As foreigners, 
they could not vote, and they remained unattached to any political 
bodies. Furthermore, their recent appearance as a national interest 
group had not given them time to articulate their views in an 
organized manner.’ 

As industrial production climbed, the number of industrial 
workers increased, from 435,816 in 1935 to 684,497 in 1941; the 
service sector expanded similarly. Those thrown out of work by the 
Depression and persons entering the labor market from the urban 
population represented a portion of this increase, but so did 
rural workers who migrated to the cities. Between 1936 and 1943, 
an average of 72,000 persons arrived annually in greater Buenos 
Aires from the interior. That mass, along with newly employed 
people, would play a key role in Perón's rise to power after 1943.9 

The Depression coincided with a period of declining labor 
activism. Two important confederations existed in 1930, but neither 
could respond to the economic crisis. The anarchosyndicalist 
FORA had lost its earlier potency. The newly founded CGT 
(Confederación General de Trabajo), combining Socialists and 
syndicalists, had been formed only a few days after the coup. 
At that time, CGT officials adhered to an apolitical position and 
wished to consolidate the organization; therefore, they formulated 
no set position toward the military junta and petitioned it to allow 
the exercise of democratic rights. 

Initially, the military repressed only those working-class groups 
that opposed its anticonstitutional rule, namely, the Communists 
and anarchists. Soon, however, particularly after an attempted 
Radicak countercoup in 1932, it moved against all opposition. It 
now jailed and deported labor leaders and dissolved many unions 
as “illicit associations.” Government goons and rightwing 
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“patriotic” organizations such as the Unión Civica combined to 
smash workers’ demonstrations and break strikes. 

In the face of this offensive, labor remained disorganized. The 
governing interim National Labor Committee of the CGT still 
had not formally constituted the body. At the 1932 meeting, the 
committee called for more social legislation and for civil liberties, | 
but it presented no plan for setting up the confederation. Behind — 
this indecision lay fundamental disagreements. Syndicalists, who 
controlled the committee, believe in autonomous worker action. 
Socialists, who probably had the largest following among unionized 
workers, wished labor to express its demands through their party. 
They thus worked against the creation of a strong, independent 
CGT. Communists remained outside the CGT and attempted to 
organize separately. In 1935, however, they changed strategy and 
adopted a modified popular front platform by joining the con- 
federation. Their presence only complicated internal rivalries.* 

By 1935, the committee still had not called a constituent 
assembly. In that year, a group of unions predominantly sympathetic 
to the Socialist position declared the committee defunct and 
organized a convention that formally inaugurated the CGT in 
1936. Hard-line syndicalists refused to accept this pre-emptive 
action and formed a splinter confederation. The CGT, however, 
still remained divided. In 1942, it split after a hotly contested 
election. A CGT No. 1 included those following a “laborist” 
position, which urged the formation of a workers” party outside 
the confederation. A CGT No. 2 grouped persons who wanted the 
confederation to represent the labor arm of either the Socialist or 
Communist Party. Within this faction Socialists predominated, but 
a strong Communist minority existed. Thus, at the time of the 
1943 military coup, rival factions fought within the CGT while 
syndicalists and independent unions also vied for workers” 
support.!! 

Despite these divisions, working-class activity expanded after 
1935. The Communists proved the most dynamic group in the 
revival. While others quibbled over what to do, Communists 
organized, particularly among those who had never belonged to a 
labor group. They helped form a series of new unions and federa- 
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tions, among which the construction workers’ federation ranked 
strongest. Five years after its founding in 1936, the federation 
incorporated almost 50,000 workers, or half of those regularly 
employed in the industry. Metalworkers and textile workers also 
unionized, aided by Communist Party members. By 1940, the 
Communist bloc represented an important minority within the 
ranks of organized labor, one able to challenge the dominant posi- 
tion of the conservative transport workers’ unions led by La 
Fraternidad and the Unión Ferroviaria.1? 

Organized labor grew to include nearly one-third of all industrial 
workers. By 1936, there were 296 unions claiming 369,969 mem- 
bers; five years later, official figures listed 356 organizations with 
441,412 members. The CGT boasted 217 affiliated entities and 
320,681 adherents, or about 70 percent of all those organized and 
60 percent of all unions. The syndicalist confederation represented 
fewer than 25,000 workers in 31 unions; 83 independent organiza- 
tions numbered 82,638 persons. Labor also achieved qualitative 
advances. Industry-wide organizations slowly replaced craft unions, 
and workers formed national unions and federations. In addition, 
local and provincial groupings extended their contacts to become 
an integral part of national networks among construction, textile, 
and power workers.!* 

Despite many heroic struggles, workers won few gains in these 
years. Table 14 indicates that strike activity declined during the 
early 1930s from an already reduced level of the late 1920s. After 
1935, however, strikes and the number of strikers rose as labor 
revived from the Depression and government repression. The 
data also suggest that after 1935 only the largest unions or 
federations initiated strikes against a government committed to 
labor peace maintained by forcc. The information in Table 15 
indicates that those striking received lower-than-average wages. 
Thus, the suggestion arises that the locus of labor activity lay 
among those newly unionized, such as construction workers, who 
not only represented a substantial group but also remained badly 
paid because of their lack of organization before 1935. A compari- 
son betwecn levcls of industrial employment and the number of 
strikers in Table 14 reveals another dimension of the situation. 
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TABLE 14. STRIKES, STRIKERS, AND INDUSTRIAL EMPLOYMENT, 
1926-1941 
(By Index Numbers) 


Industrial 
Year Strikes Strikers Year Employment 
1926-1930 100 100 1929 100 
1930-1935 62.5 86.4 1935 119.6 


1936-1939 ales, 146.6 | | 1941 140.6 


Source: Miguel Murmis and Juan Carlos Portantiero, Estudios 
sobre los origenes del peronismo/1 (Buenos Aires, 1971), p. 87. 


TABLE 15. REAL WAGES, ALL WORKERS COMPARED TO STRIKERS, 
1929-1939 
(By Index Numbers) 


Real Wages Real Wages 
All Workers Strikers All Workers Strikers 
1929 100 100 1935 101 71.4 
1931 98 100.3 1937 96 77.9 
1933 96 89.9 1939 97 67.8 


SOURCE: Murmis and Portantiero, Orígenes del peronismo, p. 87. 


Before 1935, relatively fewer workers in the labor force dared take 
action; but after that date, the relative numbers surpassed those of 
the pre-1930 period. Table 15 throws yet more light on labor 
activity during the 1930s. Wages lagged behind inflation, which 
partly accounts for the fact that wage demands motivated 85 to 
90 percent of all strikes. And as Table 16 shows, most strikes 
failed. Simultaneously, the number of workers covered by collective 
bargaining agreements declined after 1936, indicating that sub- 
stantial numbers among the working class either remained un- 
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TABLE 16. PERCENTAGE OF STRIKES WON AND LOST OR UNRESOLVED, 


1934-1939 
Strikes Strikes 
Lost or Lost or 
Won Unresolved Won Unresolved 
1934 2.4 97.6 1937 8.2 91.8 
1935 55.8 44.2 1938 LS 88.7 
1936 14.7 85.3 1939 18.4 81.6 


Ho 
SOURCE: Murmis and Portantiero, Orígenes del peronismo, p. 89. 


organized or could not muster sufficient strength to win their 
demands from employers.** 

Nor did the meager social legislation passed during this period 
alter most workers’ lives. For example, laws sanctioned the already 
accepted five-and-a-half-day week and gave people slightly more 
protection from indiscriminate firings, but enforcement remained 
sporadic and court decisions consistently went against labor. Other 
evidence suggests that most of the working class experienced little 
improvement in the quality of its life. The workday, which averaged 
about nine hours in 1900, lengthened in the 1930s as employers 
took advantage of unemployment and the fact that most workers 
remained unorganized and lacked access to legal protection. In 
greater Buenos Aires at least, rapid urbanization served only to 
further depress living conditions. One survey calculated that 60 
percent of all working-class families lived in one room and that 
another 30 percent dwelt in two rooms.** 

By the early 1940s, increased production fostered a growing 
group of national capitalists. Official policies aided their emergence 
through fiscal:measures as well as by enforcing low wage levels, 
hindering working-class organizations, and preventing serious dis- 
ruptions of the work process. By 1943, however, the period of 
national capital accumulation financed largely by the working class 
began to reach its limits, and signs of labor discontent were gather- 
ing on the horizon in the form of unmet demands dating from 1930. 
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The Military Coup and Perón's Rise to Power, 1943-1946 


A military junta came to power through a bloodless coup in 
1943. It imposed a state of siege, outlawed all political parties, 
and postponed elections scheduled for 1944. Although influenced 


by pro-Axis sentiment, the military operated primarily national- : 


istically, projecting a leadership role for Argentina within Latin 
America and in world affairs. This meant countering U.S. and 
British influence inside Argentina and that of Brazil in South 
America. The junta sought to prevent a return to oligarchical (and 
pro-British) rule by canceling the elections. It planned continued 
national industrial growth with an emphasis on heavy industry 
designed to loosen the nation's ties to advanced industrial powers. 

On the labor front, the junta dissolved the CGT No. 2 as 
“Communist inspired” and then intervened in the Unión Ferro- 
viaria and La Fraternidad, the two most powerful members of 
the CGT No. 1, forcing both to withdraw from the organization. 
These events led most labor leaders, who at first had adopted a 
neutral attitude toward the coup, to oppose the junta. But their 
stance soon began to change as the junta's labor policies moved in 
a more favorable direction. 

Gradually, Colonel Juan D. Perón emerged as the leading figure 
within the new government. In October 1943, he became head of 
the National Labor Department (shortly thereafter upgraded to a 
ministry), which now had jurisdiction over the whole country. 
Perón had met with labor leaders even before his appointment, 
and he continued to do so, forging permanent links with many of 
them. Once he took over the Labor Department, Perón's influence 
spread among both leadership and rank and file. In late 1943, he 
supported a meat packers’ strike and helped the union win its first 
collective bargaining contract. In December, he suspended the un- 
popular Law of Professional Associations, which gave the govern- 
ment extensive power of intervention in union affairs. At the same 
time, he cultivated allies among the military and by 1944 occupied 
two additional government positions, minister of war and vice- 
president.*' 

During the next two years, Perón actively courted and won labor 


mat 


164 . ORGANIZED LABOR IN LATIN AMERICA 


support. He promulgated social and labor legislation and supported 
labor demands and friendly working-class organizations. Decrees 
extended and improved the social security system, which by 1946 
covered nearly 1.5 million persons. Other measures raised retire- 
ment benefits, protected workers against arbitrary dismissal, 
broadened accident insurance, and lengthened paid vacations. The 
government also froze urban rents and extended the system of 
labor courts. Further, it instituted a year-end extra month’s salary 
for all workers. The Statute of the Peón, Argentina’s first compre- 
hensive rural legislation, guaranteed fixed minimum wages for all 
permanent farm workers and granted them paid holidays, free 
medical services, and job protection. Within two years, the govern- 
ment led by Perón implemented much of the legislation that labor 
had demanded during the preceding decade and toughened the 
enforcement of both existing and new laws.” 

Perón also moved decisively into labor politics. He encouraged 
the formation of unions among previously unorganized groups such 
as Tucumán sugar workers or those in the Mendoza wine industry. 
He personally intervened in labor disputes, helping workers gain 
recognition for their unions and collective contracts. At the time, 
however, the government attempted no real income distribution 
(see Table 17, p. 169); it confined itself to the legal and organiza- 
tional spheres. Perón's maneuvers placed many labor leaders in a 
quandary. If they refused his help, they risked the loss of gains for 
their organizations and a workers’ revolt. By accepting aid from 
the Labor Ministry, they became beholden to Perón or saw their 
leadership position weakened because many workers credited 
Perón for any gains. Perón's stand against Communists and Social- 
ists sharpened their dilemma. He branded both as “foreign 
imports”; by extension, all who disagreed with his policies ran the 
risk of being called “unpatriotic.” Therefore, many labor leaders 
co-operated with the government, and Perón's personal following 
among Workers grew rapidly. 

As Perón expanded his white- and blue-collar base, opposition 
arose among business, Socialist and Communist labor, and finally 
the military. Agrarian and business interests linked to the foreign- 
oriented export-import sector objected to the government's policies 
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because they saw these as strengthening labor and costing them 
profits. In the middle of 1945, a manifesto signed by leading 
business organizations condemned the new social legislation. En- 
couraged by the Labor Ministry, unions quickly responded by 
issuing a counterdeclaration and calling a massive demonstration. 
At the rally, CGT banners proclaimed, “In defense of the benefits 
received from the Minister of Labor,” which clearly showed that 
the CGT leaders acknowledged the source of their recent gains. 
When business openly defied the government by not paying the 
year-end bonus in December, Perón forced them to comply with 
the law.18 

Significant opposition existed within the ranks of labor. In 
September 1945, the Socialist-leaning La Fraternidad, shoemakers, 
and textile unions withdrew from the CGT, which had become 
increasingly identified with support for Perón. Socialists and Com- 
munists urged workers to join antigovernment demonstrations to 
protest military rule and more specifically the failure to call elec- 
tions and to take a pro-Allied stand in the war. In response, Perón 
tightened his control over labor. By using pressure and cashing in 
on favors owed to him by labor leaders, he placed a loyal sympa- 
thizer as secretary-general of the CGT. At the same time, he 
issued a new Law of Professional Associations. It stipulated that 
only one union could exist in each branch of industry and that it 
would represent all workers in that industry. It gave the ministry 
power to legalize unions, and only those so recognized could 
bargain collectively. In contrast with most Latin American labor 
legislation, it did not allow the government to intervene directly 
in unions, but the CGT could discipline them. It also specified 
circumstances in which labor could act as a political pressure 
group. The law thus greatly increased government control over 
labor and paved the way for Perón's political use of the 
movement.!” 

By far the most serious threat to Perón arose from within the 
military. Many officers felt uneasy about his growing personal 
power and obvious political ambitions. In October 1945, this 
faction forced Perón to resign all posts and withdraw from public 
life. A week-long crisis ensued, and an emergency labor committee 


166 ORGANIZED LABOR IN LATIN AMERICA 


quickly formed. Some argued for an immediate and_ indefinite 
general strike until Perón returned; others believed that his dis- 
missal meant no fundamental change in policy and that confronta- 
tion would only jeopardize labor’s gains. After a close vote, the 
emergency committee issued a strike call for October 17, although 
workers in many parts of the country had already initiated work 
stoppages in support of Perón. On that day, thousands of workers 
converged on downtown Buenos Aires chanting Peronist slogans. 
Perón's enemies capitulated, and he appeared before the wildly 
cheering mass of workers as proof of his return. This victory 
consolidated Perón's position. In turn, the successful mobilization 
gave workers a new sense of their own power.”° 

Shortly afterward, the government called elections for early 
1946. Two blocs emerged as the leading contenders: Perón and 
his allies on one side and the traditional political forces on the 
other. Perén’s backers coalesced around the Partido Laborista, 
which was headed by many of those who had mobilized workers 
in October. Modeled on the recently victorious British Labour 
Party, its appearance marked the triumph of those who thought 
labor should form a separate political power group. The party 
quickly proclaimed Perón its candidate and formulated a reformist, 
mildly nationalistic platform. Dissident factions drawn from the 
traditional parties also supported Perón, as did some nationalist 
groups. An opposition coalition that included Radicals, Conserva- 
tives, Socialists, and Communists soon formed.?! 

Few thought that Perón could compete against the combined 
forces of the traditional parties, but events proved otherwise. The 
fraudulent electoral practices of the 1930s had discredited the 
Oligarchy and the Radicals. Perón appeared to offer a new alterna- 
tive to old politics. Many voted not so much for Perón as against 
established parties. Perón's image as a nationalist also appealed to 
Argentines, in contrast with the pro-British Oligarchy. This image 
gained more credence when the U.S. State Department, which 
feared any form of nationalism, attempted to influence the election 
by releasing a Blue Book connecting Perón with Fascist sympa- 
thizers. Issued under the aegis of Spruille Braden, then under- 
secretary of state for Latin America and former ambassador to 
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Argentina, the publication became a major campaign issue. Perón's 
supporters used the slogan “Braden or Perón” to indicate that 
voters must choose between imperialism and Argentina. A vast 
majority of workers supported Perón. Labor leaders worked hard 
to secure voters for the Labor Party candidate. Many who belonged 
to Socialist- and even Communist-oriented unions opted for Perón 
because they believed that he favored continued gains for workers. 
The refusal of business to pay the year-end bonus in 1945 and 
Perón's successful intervention dramatically underscored this point. 
Dissident Radicals also brought substantial numbers of voters into 
the Peronist camp. And Perón skillfully manipulated state re- 
sources to his advantage, using his official position to gain 
maximum media exposure.? 

The final returns showed 1,527,230 votes for Perón and 
1,207,155 for the opposition. Peronist candidates won control of 
the Senate and the Chamber of Deputies, every provincial governor- 
ship, and substantial blocs in most provincial assemblies. Even 
the Oligarchy, at least until the final results were known, admitted 
that the elections had taken place without coercion. 


Peronist Populism in Power: The Early Years, 1946-1950 


After 1943, Perón carefully built a coalition out of diverse in- 
terest groups and class fractions. At first, he managed to satisfy 
all elements in the coalition through his domestic and foreign 
policies. He personally mediated between the various blocs. At 
the same time, he used government agencies and an increasingly 
captive legislature to control or crush the opposition. 

The coalition housed a broad spectrum. Many in the armed 
forces agreed that Argentina should emphasize national industrial 
development and that the country must become an independent 
power in continental and world politics. Small and medium indus- 
trial and commercial sectors favored domestic industrial expansion 
because they benefited directly from it. A growing bureaucracy 
also supported Perón and his idea of increased state participation. 
Significant elements within the Catholic church backed the regime, 
particularly after the government granted the church substantial 
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influence in state education. Nationalists from varied political and 
class backgrounds approved of Perón's policies, as did some tradi- 
tional politicians who saw Peronism as a vehicle for personal 
advancement. But workers constituted the largest numerical bloc 
within the coalition. They, too, approved plans for industrialization 
because, at least during Perón's early years, they reaped gains from 
it. Perón's personality, a shared interest in domestic economic 
development, and material pay-offs held the coalition together. An 
expanding economic base allowed Perón to satisfy short-run de- 
mands and prevent internal tensions or outright divisions. When 
economic troubles hit Argentina, however, “the coalition broke 
apart, and its dissolution eventually resulted in Perón's ouster.23 

In outline, Peronist economic policy aimed at stimulating na- 
tional commerce and industry (mostly light industry) through a 
transfer of resources from the agricultural to the industrial sector. 
International demand for pastoral and agricultural products re- 
mained high, and the state controlled the export-marketing process. 
The government thus retained a major portion of the surplus 
earned by exports and funneled it into the industrial sector or spent 
it in other areas. At the same time, Perón used the huge wartime 
balances of previously blocked currencies to subsidize exports and 
to nationalize foreign-owned companies in the service sector (rail- 
roads, light and power companies, telephones, and so forth). State 
industrial credit banks created in 1944 and the central bank 
nationalized in 1946 distributed credit, import licenses, and foreign 
exchange to industrialists and the commercial sector. 

Industry grew in response to these favorable policies and as a 
result of a conscious effort to enlarge the home market through 
income redistribution. The number of establishments increased 
from 59,675 in 1943 to 81,599 in 1950, and the total of industrial 
workers swelled from 820,470 to 1,115,597 in the same period. 
Real wages for skilled and unskilled workers climbed steadily after 
1946, as did the workers’ share of national income (Table 17). In 
addition, fringe benefits increased because of expanded social 
services. "Within the working class, real incomes of unskilled 
workers and those in newer, more dynamic industries grew fastest. 
These workers, in turn, tended to be among those only recently 
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TABLE 17. WAGES AND SALARIES IN INDUSTRY, 1943-1950 


Real Wages 

Percent of Skilled Workers Unskilled Workers 
Year National Income (Index Numbers) (Index Numbers) | 
1943 44.1 100.0 100.0 
1944 44.8 105.1 107.1 
1945 45.9 86.5 98.5 
1946 45.2 90.8 105.2 
1947 46.6 103.9 108.8 
1948 50.2 123.6 137.0 
1949 56.1 118.4 134.3 
1950 56.7 113.2 126.8 


SOURCE: Bertram Silverman, “Labor Ideology and Economic Devel- 
opment in the Peronist Epoch,” Studies in Comparative International 
Development 4, no. 11 (1968-1969): 243, 245. 


employed in the industrial sector and unionized during Perón's 
rise to power. Not coincidentally, they also numbered among the 
regime's strongest supporters, acting as a counterbalance to the 
older unions, which either drifted into opposition after 1946 or 
maintained serious reservations about the hierarchical structures 
that curbed independent action. Personal consumption increased 
among all segments of the population, rising 7.5 percent annually. 
Moreover, after 1945, the economy generated almost full employ- 
ment, with the public sector incorporating many of those who did 
not find jobs elsewhere.?* 

Although workers increased their share of national income, the 
industrial and agrarian sectors garnered larger absolute total 
returns. Labor's share rose relative to that of the rest of society, 
but economic expansion allowed all other sectors to earn more 
income. Industrialists gained more than agriculturalists, but the 
agriculturalists’ share trailed only relative to those of others. 
Agrarian opposition to Perón stemmed from the fact that govern- 
ment controls limited profits during a period of prosperity, not 
because landowners lost money on their investment. 
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Social legislation and labor organizing complemented the state’s 
distributive policies. The social security system continued to grow, 
and the government started numerous low-cost housing projects 
and built public works in working-class districts. It also incorpo- 
rated new groups into the legal system. In 1947, part-time agri- 
cultural workers, later joined by tenant farmers and sharecroppers, 
received the legal protection given to other workers. The ranks of 
organized labor swelled. In 1946, about 500,000 persons belonged 
to a union; by 1951, the figure stood at over 2.5 million. 

In 1946, labor appeared in a good position to influence national 
politics. However, that did not occur. Perón allowed working-class 
leaders and organizations little or no autonomy. By 1950, the 
alliance between labor and Perón had become a one-way proposi- 
tion, with Perón in full command. Soon after his inauguration, he 
curbed the power of Labor Party members who wanted an inde- 
pendent movement. He dissolved the party and then created the 
Peronist Party, leaving no doubt about the new organization's 
function and orientation. Although the Labor Party continued to 
exist on paper until 1948, it no longer spoke for significant numbers 
of workers. Some party members continued to struggle within the 
Peronist Party, but they found themselves shunted aside by oppor- 
tunist politicians who increasingly monopolized party posts. 

After 1946, Perón pursued a dual labor policy. On one hand, 
he sought to eradicate or neutralize all opposition; on the other, 
he actively built his own loyal following. The government, 
for example, financed Peronist slates in union elections, hastily 
formed and awarded recognition to Peronist unions in order to 
deprive unfriendly organizations of their legal status, and suspended 
the charters of unions that did not obey official dictates. Labor 
lcaders who followed orders received positions within the Labor 
Ministry, union posts, or some other reward. 

These tactics proved largely effective. By 1950, anti-Peronist 
forces remained in control of only a few organizations, mostly 
in the transport sector. In 1951, Perón delivered a crippling blow 
to one bastion of opposition. When rail workers struck in defiance 
of official policies, he drafted the strikers into the army, forcing 
them back to work under the threat of summary military justice. 


Labor and Populism: Argentina and Brazil 171 


Throughout these years, those opposing the regime frequently 
operated clandestinely inside their unions and not infrequently 
ended up in jail or, worse, victims of violence. Some chose to go 
underground or exiled themselves in Uruguay. Even unions sup- 
porting the government risked its wrath if they acted independently. 


Tucuman sugar workers, one of the most independent Peronist , 


groups, struck without official sanction in 1949. The government 
quickly repressed their action and then imposed a new leadership 
on their federation. At the same time, it granted the demands made 
by the strikers. Such attitudes clearly indicated that Perón alone 
disposed and that he tolerated no autonomous labor activity. 

The CGT gradually emerged as the central vehicle for official 
labor policy. At first, older unions that tended to sympathize less 
with Perón formed a majority within the confederation. Newer 
organizations, most of them solidly committed to the government, 
eventually gained control over the CGT through their ability to 
outvote the more established unions. Once in command, they un- 
hesitatingly implemented orders from the top. If a union showed 
signs of not conforming to government wishes, the CGT corrected 
the situation. Usually, it charged the union with internal irregu- 
larities and placed loyal leaders in the union’s top posts. In the case 
of the meat packers, the CGT intervened even though the union 
did not legally belong to the confederation. In 1950, the CGT 
capped its drift into the Peronist camp by openly declaring adher- 
ence to Peronist doctrine and to the movement’s leader.” 

A steady stream of propaganda glorified Peron as the benefactor 
of the working class. Workers also occupied a central place in 
justicialismo, Peronism’s official ideology. It emphasized the dignity 
of work and the role of workers in forging a strong nation. Typical 
rhetoric included such pronouncements as “There is only one class 
of men for the Peronist cause: the Workers” and “The two main 
branches of Peronism are Social Justice and Social Welfare.” The 
Declaration of Rights of Workers, which was written into the 1951 
Constitution, summarized official policy in ten planks: the right to 
work, the right to a just wage, the right to job training, the right to 
adequate working conditions, the right to preserve physical and 
moral health, the right to well-being, the right to social security, the 
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right to family protection, the right to economic improvement, and 
the right to defend professional interests, specifically including 
the formation of trade unions.?* 

Peronist doctrine developed a vision of society and the historical 
process. It condemned both capitalism and “dogmatic socialism” 
as inadequate. Capitalism bred inequalities of wealth and privilege; 
socialism denied basic human freedoms. Justicialismo, of course, 
did neither. In the Peronist scheme, the state existed for the pur- 
pose of balancing capital and labor, siding temporarily with which- 
ever was weakest. It held that all classes could exist peacefully 
together, admitting that class antagonisms existed but denying the 
necessity for class struggle. The state as a neutral force could 
oversee peaceful social change. By extension, Peronism condoned 
private property and proposed no alternatives to the traditional 
mechanisms of the free market, private enterprise, or collective 
bargaining, differing from classical capitalism in these areas only 
in postulating a substantial state role and enlarged state sector. 


The Collapse of Peronist Populism, 1950-1955 


By 1950, the economy no longer generated sufficient surplus to 
distribute among the various elements within the coalition. Perón 
reacted by adjusting his policies so as to alienate as few supporters 
as possible, but he succeeded only in weakening his following 
among all sectors. When the government moved to strengthen 
control over potential opposition, its support further eroded. The 
coalition gradually disintegrated, and a conservative coup ousted 
Perón with surprising ease in September 1955. Not even labor tried 
to save him. 

A faltering economy lay at the heart of the crisis. Prosperity 
rested on the export of agricultural products to finance imports of 
needed raw materials and capital goods. By 1950, Argentina’s 
international trade position had seriously deteriorated. As long 
as prosperity lasted, the government could both raise wages and 
satisfy demands for increased profits, muting class antagonisms. 
But the country faced obstacles not entirely of its own making. 
U.S. dominance of the world economy worked to Argentina’s dis- 
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advantage. Subsidized U.S. agricultural exports competed with 
Argentine products in European markets and, in conjunction with 
joint purchasing agreements among the Allies, kept world prices 
low. More importantly, the United States excluded Argentine 
imports and embargoed shipments of many vital capital goods to 
that country. The policy flowed from U.S. hostility toward | 
Argentine noncompliance with U.S. hemispheric goals during 
the war and from opposition to Perón's economic nationalism. 
This excerpt from a telegram sent by the State Department to the 
chargé d’affaires in Buenos Aires summarizes U.S. policy: “Export 
of capital goods should be kept at present minimum—tt is essential 
not to permit the expansion of Argentine heavy industry. . . .”27 
As a result, Argentina could not secure the imports to rebuild and 
expand its industrial plants. 

After the world recovery from wartime conditions, continued 
U.S. subsidies of agricultural products kept international com- 
modity prices low, but those of industrial raw materials and capital 
goods tended to rise. Thus Argentina had to earn larger amounts 
of foreign exchange precisely at a time when it received less for 
its exports. Furthermore, the volume of products available for 
export declined. Natural disasters, including a severe drought in 
1950, had cut sharply into agricultural production. In addition, 
landowners deliberately curtailed output and investment or with- 
held grains and livestock from the government-controlled market. 

Perón's domestic policies hastened the economic crisis. He spent 
balances accrued during the war largely in unproductive ways, 
among them nationalizations of utilities and railroads. He also used 
the surplus derived from exports for propaganda at home and 
abroad and for political pay-offs to union bureaucrats and other 
groups. Huge sums went into conspicuous consumption, most of 
it for Perón's personal glorification. He thus drained funds that 
could have been utilized for domestic investment. According to one 
source, 74 percent of the total increase in fixed capital during 
Perón's rule went into nonproductive activities.?8 

By 1950, the government budget began to show deficits, and 
Perón had to devise new ways to hold the coalition together. He 
shifted priorities from the industrial to the agricultural sector in 
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order to stimulate domestic production and therefore the volume 
of exports. He strengthened controls over potential sources of 
opposition, including labor, the university system, and the Peronist 
Party, moving toward a corporative structure in order to further the 
centralization of power. He apportioned necessary reductions in 
government services and spending among all groups. Finally, he 
sought outside aid in the form of foreign loans and then foreign 
investment to revive the flagging economy. This policy switch, a 
product of the contradiction arising from nationalist development 
efforts within the world capitalist system, opened the door for 
foreign corporations. By the 1960s, transnationals monopolized key 
economic sectors, forcing out or subordinating national capitals. 

These responses, although logical in economic and social terms, 
proved Perón's undoing. The agrarian sector remained unalterably 
against him. Industrialists and labor resented the cutbacks. The 
flirtation with foreign capital, notably a $60 million loan from the 
United States and a contract with Standard Oil of New Jersey to 
develop Argentine natural resources, alienated nationalists. These 
moves also whetted the appetite of foreign capital, which continued 
to oppose him while actively encouraging those sectors of 
Argentine society that it thought would favor their interests. 
Increasing social controls marked by the curtailment of civil liber- 
ties and more direct government interference in all phases of life 
also eroded Perón's base. Slowly, the coalition fell apart. After 
several abortive plots, a military uprising ousted Perón. Argentina’s 
new rulers represented the conservative, proimperialist land- 
owners and industrialists now convinced that only massive foreign 
investment could renew industrial growth. Their economic plan 
called for a reduction in labor’s share of national income and 
conditions for easy capital accumulation by foreign and local 
capitalists. The new government thus solidly opposed Perón's 
policies and quickly initiated measures against workers. 

Labor did not mobilize massively during the coup. An examina- 
tion of relationships between government and labor after 1950 
explains why. As Table 18 shows, both skilled and unskilled indus- 
trial workers suffered declines in real wages after 1949 as Perón 
shifted resources away from industry and into agriculture. Rural 
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TABLE 18. REAL WAGES IN INDUSTRY, 1948-1955 
(By Index Numbers, 1943 = 100) 


Real Wages 
Year Skilled Worker Unskilled Worker 
1948 123.6 137.0 
1949 118.4 134.3 
1950 lis 126.8 
1951 94.4 110.9 
1952 87.5 102.1 
1953 87.9 102.5 
1954 95.2 WIS. 
1955 86.5 105.8 


SOURCE: Silverman, “Labor Ideology and Economic Development in 
the Peronist Epoch,” pp. 245, 247. 


workers, whose salaries rose even more than those of urban 
workers before 1950, also saw their real wages reduced. The 
decline in real income lowered the collective standard of living, 
which adversely affected domestic industry and commerce. Between 
1946 and 1948, for example, the index of retail sales in greater 
Buenos Aires rose 26.2 percent. However, the next year it fell 
18 percent, and by 1954 it sunk to less than one-third of its 1948 
peak. Partly because of the continued expansion of the social 
security system and the slow fall in social services and fringe 
benefits, most workers still lived materially better in 1955 than 
they had a decade earlier. But the sudden drop in disposable 
income contrasted sharply with gains made after 1945 and caused 
many workers to question their unconditional support for Perón, 
especially in view of the increasingly authoritarian measures en- 
acted by the government.?® 

Peron tried to bolster his position by bringing new groups into 
the coalition. Eva Duarte de Perón, his wife, made the most im- 
portant contribution in this sphere. A much-maligned figure still 
not thoroughly understood in terms of her role as a strong woman 
in a male-dominated society, she particularly championed the 


176 ORGANIZED LABOR IN LATIN AMERICA 


cause of working-class women. In 1951, she encouraged legislation 
that awarded women the right to vote. They exercised that right 
for the first time in the 1952 elections, which returned her husband 
to office. Eva Perón also acted as one of the strongest links be- 
tween the president and the labor movement. She personally met 
with labor leaders and thousands of workers to explain the motives 
underlying Peronist policies and to discuss strategy and tactics. 
Her strong sense of social justice did much to strengthen the im- 
pression that Peronism truly favored the working class. Eva’s 
untimely death from cancer in 1952 deprived Perón of a valuable 
ally and contributed to the gradual erosion of workers’ support.3° 

After 1950, signs of labor opposition to the government in- 
creased. The Comité Obrero Argentino de Sindicatos Indepen- 
dientes (Argentine Workers’ Committee of Independent Unions, 
or COASI) coordinated many activities against Perón and Peron- 
ism. Formed in 1945 by Socialists and independents, the committee 
functioned openly until Perón closed it in 1949, after which it 
moved its operations to Montevideo. Backed by the AFL-CIO, 
which had broken relations with the CGT in 1944, calling it a 
“fascist” organization, COASI clandestinely organized what it 
called the “democratic” labor forces. It also generated voluminous 
propaganda against Perón on the international scene and later 
supported the anti-Peronist forces in 1955. Communists and 
assorted other independents also opposed the regime, maintaining 
considerable strength in many unions. In 1950, for example, port 
and maritime workers struck for six weeks before retreating in 
the face of official pressures. Perón also crushed the strikes 
mounted by railroad workers in 1950-1951, finally intervening in 
La Fraternidad and placing subservient labor leaders at its head. 
Such measures, however, failed to silence critics. For example, an 
open manifesto signed by fifty-six labor leaders in the early 1950s 
protested the government’s centralizing tendencies and called 
for union autonomy.”* 

Discontent and defiance appeared even within the ranks of 
Peronist labor organizations. After 1949, workers at times moved 
against the orders of union leaders and repudiated contracts signed 
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by officially designated representatives. In Buenos Aires, graphic 
arts workers struck several times despite constant police repression 
and the opposition of their own leaders. Such incidents symbolized 
the widening split between union bureaucrats pledged to Perón 
and the rank and file. Widespread labor protests also greeted the 
government decree that mandated biannual instead of annual con- 
tract negotiations. The longer time span virtually ensured that 
wage adjustments could not catch up with inflation. 

However, the extent of workers’ discontent should not be 
overestimated. Strikes frequently sought limited economic goals or 
were aimed against a particular employer. They did noti always 
represent a real protest against Perón. The sugar workers in 
Tucumán, for example, voted overwhelmingly for Peronist candi- 
dates only one month after the authorities had forcibly beaten back 
their strike. Most observers judged that the results of the union 
elections accurately reflected the sentiment of the rank and file. 
Fortified by a constant barrage of official propaganda, Perón re- 
tained his image as defender of the workers, and he could cite the 
concrete gains made since 1943 to justify the claim. Moreover, no 
meaningful alternative existed for most workers. The traditional 
political parties remained discredited, and the Communist Party, 
outlawed since the early 1940s, could operate only clandestinely. 
Opposition to Perón from within Peronist ranks existed, but not as 
a cohesive force within the labor movement. 

The surprisingly easy overthrow of the regime by dissident 
military officers has been interpreted as a sign that Peronism’s 
mass base no longer existed. Perón did lose support among in- 
dustrialists, merchants, middle groups, and nationalists, but the 
evidence concerning workers is less clear. In the middle of 1955, 
after an abortive coup, labor leaders met with the president and 
asked for arms to defend the regime. Perón refused the request. 
Even during his final hours, he did not ask the 3-million-member 
CGT to mobilize. Perón thus stayed within the populist mold, 
preferring almost sure defeat rather than trying to gain a victory 
aided by armed workers, for such an event might have signaled 
the advent of real power for the working class. 
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LABOR AND POPULISM IN BRAZIL: THE ERA OF 
GETULIO VARGAS, 1930-1955, AND RADICAL POPULISM 
UNDER JoAO GOULART, 1961-1964 


The First Vargas Period, 1930-1945 


Like its Argentine counterpart, Brazilian populism is closely 
associated with one man. The figure of Getúlio Vargas over- 
shadows Brazilian history from 1930 to 1955, during which time 
populist patterns emerged that closely” resembled those in 
Argentina. Like Perón, Vargas built a state-controlled labor move- 
ment to accommodate domestic industrialization and as potential 
support against his enemies. He, too, eventually created a political 
party largely based on labor. Finally, he suffered a fate similar to 
Perón's: the armed forces, which represented conservative and 
proimperialist interests, overthrew him. 

The economic crisis of 1930 marked the fall of the oligarchic 
regime headed by agrarian elites centered in São Paulo. Their 
corrupt rule ignored urban areas and the emergent middle groups 
that had grown increasingly discontented during the 1920s. 
Fraudulent elections in 1930 and inept handling of the crisis 
led the Alianca Liberal (which lost the elections) to seize power 
in a civilian-military movement, establishing a provisional govern- 
ment headed by Vargas. The Alianga represented a reformist 
coalition composed of sections of the bourgeoisie opposed to the 
Sao Paulo oligarchy, elements from the military, and urban middle 
groups. As the Alianca's candidate, Vargas had enunciated his 
position on the social question. He urged a comprehensive labor 
code in accord with agreements signed at Versailles after World 
War I but made it clear that reforms would come from above and 
that labor should not hope for autonomy. 

Labor did not support the Alianga. Constant repression in the 
1920s and then the Depression severely reduced working-class 
activity and existing organizations. Only the Communist Party re- 
cruited workers, through a labor confederation and their electoral 
arm, the Workers’ and Peasants’ Bloc. They did not endorse Vargas 
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because he represented just another bourgeois political movement. 
Furthermore, Vargas appealed to workers as individuals but not 
to labor as a whole. A few labor leaders joined the Alianca, but 
most remained neutral. Similarly, with one or two exceptions, labor 
played almost no role in the 1930 revolution.” 

Once in power, Vargas pursued a dual labor policy. He curbed 
or crushed all potential working-class opposition. His appointed 
representatives in Sao Paulo moved swiftly against strikes by using 
troops, closing unions, prohibiting rallies, and deporting leaders. 
In early 1931, the government withdrew official recognition ‘from 
all labor organizations, forcing them to reapply for legal status. 
The move allowed the government to recognize only those unions 
it considered safe. Vargas, however, wished to do more than just 
suppress labor. The São Paulo elite represented his main enemy, 
and the strongest labor organizations also operated in that city 
and state. At the very least, Vargas needed labor’s neutrality in 
case of open conflict. Simultaneously with the crackdown in Sáo 
Paulo, the government raised wages and decreed basic labor 
legislation. Through these moves, Vargas hoped to assure social 
peace during the depths of the economic crisis. They also repre- 
sented the first steps toward building a labor movement that would 
co-operate fully with the state and therefore capital and thus 
mediate class conflict. 

As Vargas developed plans for industrialization, he applied to 
the rest of the country tactics similar to those implemented in Sao 
Paulo. Between 1930 and 1936, he created Brazil’s first Ministry 
of Labor and retirement and pension institutes covering a majority 
of urban workers. Other measures regulated work conditions, cur- 
tailed nightwork, mandated paid vacations, and created disability 
insurance. The pension and retirement systems were later expanded 
to provide emergency health and hospitalization insurance and to 
issue mortgages and make housing loans. Finally, Vargas formed 
a minimum-wage commission. 

The 1934 Constitution embodied most legislation passed after 
1930. It guaranteed the right to join unions, although it did not 
make membership compulsory. Unions could not support political 
parties or candidates nor issue political propaganda, but they could 
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draw up labor contracts and maintain a variety of services such 
as schools, clinics, and co-operatives. The ministry retained exten- 
sive control over unions. It could recognize or withhold recognition, 
it had access to all records, and its officials could attend meetings. 
Most important, the government agency could intervene in any 
union and replace elected officers with its own agents. These 
measures aimed at creating a labor movement that would respond 
to industry’s needs. The legislation lowered social costs, eased in- 
vestment problems, and brightened the profit picture. At the same 
time, strong state control could impose wage scales on workers and 
keep any protest within acceptable limits. 

Vargas encouraged unionization, emphasizing the theme of class 
collaboration and clearly enunciating the government’s role as 
mediator between labor and capital. However, many employers 
failed to appreciate the long-range benefits of Vargas’s policies and 
opposed all measures designed to help labor organize. Their 
opposition served to enhance Vargas’s image as friend of the 
worker. By 1935, over 500 unions existed, a majority in Rio or 
São Paulo, with a scattering over the rest of the country. Originally, 
only union members received mandated benefits, a provision that 
encouraged the formation of unions, but after 1934 these benefits 
applied to all workers. At the same time, the number of unionized 
workers grew considerably.3* 

The Constituent Assembly elected Vargas president in 1934 for 
a four-year term. Soon after, political forces began maneuvering 
with an eye to the elections scheduled for 1938. The Communist 
Party increased its activities among workers and on the national 
political scene. It led protests, for example, against Vargas’s labor 
laws, correctly labeling them a device to squash independent 
worker action. Although Communist unions operated outside the 
legal system, after 1935 the party attempted to form a single labor 
bloc. In that year, a labor unity congress met. Communists held a 
minority position at the gathering, but many participants sympa- 
thized with their goals and Communist caucuses operated within 
most important unions. The congress accomplished no concrete 
results, but it showed renewed labor activity and represented a 
step toward autonomous working-class action.35 - 
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The Communists’ major effort, however, went into organizing 
the Alianga Nacional Libertadora (ANL), a kind of popular 
front. Its basic program called for the nationalization of foreign 
enterprises, the cancellation of foreign debts held by capitalist 
powers, guaranteed individual liberties, limited land reform, and 
the right to popular democratic government. The ANL never 
became a vehicle for mass mobilization, although its Sáo Paulo 
and Recife branches concentrated on recruiting and organizing 
workers. In isolated instances, affiliates supported strikes; some- 
times, they developed a minimum program that usually called for 
enforcement of existing labor legislation. But Vargas distrusted 
the ANL’s leftist leanings and its potential as an opposition force. 
He first passed the National Security Law, under which police 
harassed the organization. When this treatment only served to 
radicalize some members, he outlawed the ANL in 1935. Com- 
munists then turned to conspiracy, leading an abortive uprising 
that same year. In neither case did workers rally massively to their 
cause. But Vargas used the uprisings as an excuse to purge Com- 
munists and progressives in general from the labor movement.?® 

Two years later, not wishing to give up power, Vargas led a coup 
in order to avoid elections. This left him supreme and ushered in 
the Estado Novo (“new state”), which lasted until 1945. During 
this time, Vargas ruled in a personalistic, authoritarian manner, 
skillfully playing off interest groups against each other. On the 
labor front, the Estado Novo Constitution of 1937 (many of its 
labor articles taken from Mussolini’s labor code) and the Con- 
solidation of Labor Law promulgated on May 1, 1943, carefully 
regulated all working-class organizations and tightened government 
control over them. 

The Constitution and the consolidation law clearly delineated 
Vargas’s ideas on labor’s corporative role in Brazilian society. 
Article 514 of the law listed the duties of unions: “to collaborate 
with the public authorities in the development of social solidarity; 
to maintain legal aid services for their members; and to promote 
conciliation in labor disputes.” In line with his philosophy, strikes 
and lockouts became illegal as “antisocial and harmful to labor 
and capital, and incompatible with the highest interests of national 
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production.” These codifications also created a system of local, 
regional, and national labor courts to settle disputes. The courts’ 
decisions bound both parties, and government-appointed judges 
presided over them.?7 

The Ministry of Labor retained vast control over unions through 
a series of mechanisms, the most effective of which were the power 
of intervention and the ability to legitimize or cancel union elec- 
tions. Union funds derived from a union tax (imposto sindical) 
amounting to one day’s pay collected annually from workers 
whether they belonged to a union or not. The ministry received all 
monies, which it then transferred to special union accounts in the 
national bank. The ministry controlled the flow of funds because 
any large withdrawal needed its express approval. Furthermore, 
the imposto could be used only for legal purposes such as social 
services; thus, after 1937, it could not serve as a strike fund. 

Social legislation continued to expand during the Estado Novo. 
By 1943, laws guaranteed Sunday rest, paid vacations, a minimum 
salary, severance pay, an eight-hour day, and medical services. A 
social security system provided accident and old-age compensation, 
retirement funds, and housing loans. Workers also received low- 
cost food at work. The government extended benefits to non- 
unionized workers and created a series of schools to train skilled 
workers and apprentices. 

Between 1930 and 1943, Vargas achieved his major goals in 
the labor sector. First, he prevented any significant unrest during 
the economic crisis, Second, he built a whole system of state 
controls and almost eliminated progressive elements within the 
movement. The Labor Ministry and its agents could manipulate 
labor organizations through intervention, nonrecognition, and 
control over finances. A constantly expanding bureaucracy within 
the ministry and social security apparatus provided jobs used to 
co-opt labor leaders. Ministry influence extended least in the 
older, more established unions in leading industrial centers. How- 
ever, the government had formed many of the newer unions in 
smaller urban centers. Members of these unions had either little or 
no previous organizational experience and so were easily sus- 
ceptible to official control. By 1945, perhaps 300,000 to 400,000 
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workers belonged to a union, and the number of unions increased 
from 589 in 1935 to 872 in 1945. Lastly, Vargas successfully 
pushed industrialization and eased the process of capital accumula- 
tion through wage policies and state services.38 

Structures developed after 1930 shaped labor’s future course. 


Recent rural immigrants and newly founded unions predominated | 


within the labor movement. These workers possessed no tradition 
of struggle or even significant collective work experience. Accus- 
tomed to agrarian paternalism, they slipped easily into a hier- 
archical system dominated by state bureaucrats. Often they 
overwhelmed workers with union experience by sheer numbers. 
The purging of progressive leaders further prevented radicaliza- 
tion. Without a vanguard element, newly incorporated workers 
could not immediately acquire a sense of solidarity or class. For 
them, unions functioned only as dispensaries of social services, 
not as vehicles for class struggle. Newcomers thought their well- 
being depended totally upon state agencies. Moreover, these 
workers thought they had improved their situation and thus re- 
mained temporarily satisfied. In one sense, they had actually done 
so; under existing laws, migrants received social and economic 
benefits unheard of in the countryside. In turn, union officials 
quickly learned that approval from the ministry or from the 
appropriate government agents, rather than rank-and-file support, 
won benefits; conversely, they learned that opposition to govern- 
ment wishes led to their removal and that violations of the labor 
code brought only repression. Thus most workers and officials 
preferred to stay within the limits set by the state. 

On a larger scale, political divisions within the working class 
hampered action. Communists, Catholics, independent leftists, and 
reformists all competed for movement leadership.2® The working 
class remained fragmented along several lines. Legislation after 
1930 applied only to urban labor; rural conditions remained much 
the same as they had been before 1930. That circumstance reflected 
Vargas’s desire not to antagonize the agrarian elites and the fact 
that superexploitation of rural labor eventually generated, through 
the export-import process, funds for industrial development. Divi- 
sions also split the urban working class. A growing layer of skilled 
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and semiskilled persons received higher wages than other workers. 
Those getting benefits under the law became increasingly separated 
from the marginal millions who crowded around mushrooming 
cities, Furthermore, organized workers developed no viable means 
of co-ordinating activities. The law expressly prohibited inter- 
industry confederations, and the Estado Novo banned all political 
parties. 

Under these conditions, real wages for skilled, unskilled, and 
white-collar workers declined almost steadily after 1930. Before 
1943, few signs of workers’ discontent appeared despite the fact 
that Vargas called for even greater sacrifices in wartime. One 
decree limited job mobility in order to ensure uninterrupted pro- 
duction in vital industries; another lengthened the legal workday 
to ten hours. In addition, employers systematically violated existing 
labor legislation. In Sáo Paulo, for example, child labor still pre- 
vailed in some industries during the 1940s.% 

Wartime accelerated Brazil’s chronic inflation, and signs of 
growing unrest began to appear, finally erupting in a wave of 
strikes. Worse yet for Vargas, opposition groups began to mobilize 
and call for a return to democratic constitutional rule. In 1943, 
he responded by raising the minimum wage and promising to 
loosen controls over unions. He now tolerated some labor activity, 
hoping to calm workers and give the impression that he backed 
their demands. In 1944, for example, the government failed to 
move against strikes by Santos stevedores, Rio bus drivers, bank 
employees throughout the country, and São Paulo metalworkers. 
Their victories encouraged others and showed that action could 
improve their situation.*1 

Elections had been scheduled for 1946, but many thought that 
Vargas intended not to hold them. In 1945, he initiated a series of 
moves designed to strengthen his labor support, thereby heighten- 
ing his enemies’ suspicions. He legalized the Communist Party 
and granted amnesty to political prisoners, including Luis Carlos 
Prestes, the party’s leader. In return, Communists organized 
workers in support of Vargas; but at the same time, they built 
their own following. They created the Movimento Unificador dos 
Trabalhadores (MUT), which called for a national labor con- 
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federation and trade-union freedoms. It held a national congress 
that was attended by 300 labor leaders from thirteen states. During 
this period, the party urged its followers to stay within the legal 
framework. It thus ironically called upon the state to sponsor a 
confederation that in theory would work to destroy the state.*? 

In a more threatening move, Vargas created the Partido Trabal-. 
hista Brasileiro (PTB) by ordering the Labor Ministry and other 
state agencies to mobilize workers. The party grew rapidly and 
held mass rallies calling for Vargas to remain in office. The “We 
want Vargas” movement, supported by increasing numbers of 
workers and backed by the PTB and the Communists, soon 
prompted a military coup that removed Vargas from office. True 
to the populist pattern, Vargas never called for workers’ support 
during the crisis. 


The Second Vargas Period, 1945-1954 


The forced retirement of Vargas brought General Eurico Dutra 
to the presidency (1946-1950), along with a new constitution. 
The constitution retained virtually all labor legislation passed since 
1930. It legitimized strikes in theory but so restricted their 
legality that it effectively eliminated them as a means by which 
workers could better their position. It thus kept the spirit of 
labor policy after 1930 by maintaining control over labor through 
government agencies. 

Times, however, had changed. The Dutra government faced 
continued worker unrest. The Communists rapidly gained ad- 
herents, and the party represented the best-organized political 
grouping on the left. Its analysis appealed to workers pinched by 
inflation and now awakening to the possibility of an independent 
working-class movement. Its leader, Prestes, enjoyed national 
prestige, and it benefited from the fact that the Soviet Union had 
fought with the Allied forces against fascism. In 1945, the party 
polled 9 percent of the vote and elected representatives to both 
houses of the National Congress. Through the Brazilian workers” 
confederation (a body that had not received legal recognition), it 
gained a following in several important unions, among them 
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stevedores and metalworkers. The Communists still called for 
mobilization within the legal system and dedicated efforts toward 
electoral politics, rather than just toward organizing workers, but 
even these moves threatened Dutra. He outlawed the party in 
1947, directly intervening in 143 unions and interfering in 
numerous others to oust Communists and progressives. The gov- 
ernment’s desire to attract foreign investment and the emerging 
Cold War provided a background for his actions.** 

The PTB, which polled 10 percent of the vote in 1945, competed 
with the Communists for the workers’ allegiance. After Dutra 
banned the Communist Party, the PTB rapidly gained ground. 
Its analysis differed from that of the Communists, reflecting 
Vargas’s influence. It followed a reformist, class-collaborationist 
line, espousing an economic nationalism based on industrializa- 
tion. However, it avoided discussing the world capitalist system 
and imperialism and saw no ultimate contradiction between domes- 
tic industrialization and foreign investment. 

As the 1950 elections approached, Vargas emerged as the 
strongest candidate. The PTB backed him, as did many Com- 
munists, although the Communist Party never endorsed his candi- 
dacy. Several factors accounted for Vargas’s popular support and 
his electoral victory. The Dutra government had forcefully re- 
pressed the rising tide of illegal strikes after 1946 and had refused 
to raise the minimum salary despite rampant inflation. Almost any 
alternative that promised even a mildly friendly attitude toward 
labor seemed better than the forces behind Dutra. Vargas’s ouster 
in 1945 occurred after he had loosened state controls over labor. 
Thus it appeared that this policy caused his downfall, which en- 
hanced his prolabor image. Vargas consciously cultivated that 
image by reminding workers of his labor legislation and recalling 
the “good old days” of his rule. He promised more concessions if 
elected and linked his election, workers’ welfare, and a quickened 
pace of industrial development to the nationalistic cause. Many of 
those recently incorporated into the labor force had experienced a 
limited “social mobility during the Vargas period, and so his 
campaign promises appeared rooted in reality. Lastly, the 1946 
Constitution broadened suffrage, allowing the mass of urban 
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workers to influence significantly the electoral process for the first 
time. 

Vargas’s second term in office (1950-1954) exhibited the 
characteristics of a populist regime. He appealed directly to workers 
on nationalist grounds. He continued to control labor through the 
PTB and the state apparatus. He failed, however, to encourage , 
the PTB’s expansion and openly discouraged militant labor actions. 
When pressed by his enemies in 1953-1954, he moved to bolster 
his labor support, but always within legal structures. At no time 
did he fail to oppose, let alone foster, the development of an 
independent working-class movement, nor did he call on workers 
to defend the regime. Instead, he played a conciliatory role, 
offering concessions to both his enemies and his backers. 

When Vargas resumed power, the workers’ pent-up demands 
threatened to erupt in widespread unrest. Real wages had con- 
tinued to fall during Dutra’s term and by 1949 had shrunk more 
than 10 percent of their level a decade earlier. Most workers still 
lived in misery. A 1951 survey, for example, called 61 percent 
of the houses in Sáo Paulo uninhabitable and 80 percent of them 
substandard. Vargas immediately headed off protest by declaring 
a boost in the minimum wage, the first since 1943. Because the 
vast majority of workers earned only the minimum wage or less, 
the increase affected almost all workers.** 

After 1952, Vargas’s rhetoric openly stressed the strength of 
workers as a class. In 1940, he had addressed workers in these 
terms: “It is necessary that the proletariat participate in all public 
activities as an indispensable element for social collaboration. . . . 
It has always been my desire to solve the problems of the relations 
of labor versus capital, to unite, harmonize, and strengthen all 
elements of those two powerful forces of social progress.” But in 
1954, he said: “With your votes you can not only defend your 
interest, but you can influence the very destiny of the nation. As 
citizens your views will bear weight at the polls. As a class, you can 
make your ballots the decisive numerical force. You constitute the 
majority. Today you are with the government. Tomorrow you 
will be the government.”* 

State coercion of labor eased somewhat. In turn, rank-and-file 
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militancy increased. In 1953, the Communists began co-operating 
with the PTB, siding with what they called the “national and 
progressive bourgeoisie” against imperialism. Strike activity surged. 
To meet this challenge, Vargas appointed as minister of labor 
Joao Goulart, a long-time ally who was then head of the PTB. 
Goulart inaugurated a softer line toward illegal labor actions; at 
times, he even encouraged labor and supported militant strikes. 
Workers gained more concessions, and Goulart built a following 
among union officials. This burst of activity occurred mostly within 
prescribed limits, and workers put forth mostly economic demands. 
One study calculated that in 1951-1952, the majority of all strikes 
sought only higher pay or payment of back salaries. Significant 
sectors among the working class, however, mobilized indepen- 
dently. Corrupt leaders could no longer consistently check rank- 
and-file demands, and in some cases workers succeeded in electing 
to union posts candidates not approved by the ministry. In 1953, 
for example, five major Sáo Paulo unions co-ordinated a general 
strike and won major concessions. Their victory heightened labor 
militancy and proved to workers that they did not need state 
approval to act.*® 

Opposition to Vargas soon arose within the local bourgeoisie 
linked to foreign investment. The United States also looked in- 
creasingly askance at Vargas’s nationalist plans, such as the crea- 
tion of a state petroleum monopoly that would shut out U.S. energy 
companies. His lax attitude toward increased working-class mobil- 
ization only intensified U.S. fears. The United States showed its 
displeasure by denying loans to Brazil and by official urgings that 
the government create a better investment climate. Vargas’s tolera- 
tion of the Communists played a part in the U.S. stand, as did 
his raising real wages. Matters came to a head in 1954. That 
January, with Vargas’s approval, Goulart called for a 100 percent 
increase in the minimum wage to erase the impact of inflation since 
1952. Capitalists, the military, and middle groups protested. A 
number of high-ranking military officers issued a manifesto against 
the increase, ostensibly aimed at Goulart but indirectly attacking 
the president. This sealed Goulart’s fate, and Vargas dismissed 
him. Attacked from the right, Vargas sought labor support while 
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appeasing his opponents. On May 1, he announced his intention to 
authorize the increase. At the same time, he passed a stricter 
national security provision and extended the military agreement 
between the United States and Brazil, deepening U.S. influence over 
that branch of state.*7 

These measures proved inadequate. Critics now openly feared 
that Vargas intended to establish a “syndicalist Republic,” and’ 
some compared him with Perón. Labor indeed represented a con- 
siderable force. The number of unions had grown from 872 in 
1945 to 1,075 in 1950 and then to 1,300 in 1955. Approximately 
1 million persons representing about 30 percent of the urban labor 
force belonged to an organization.*® Despite his rhetoric, there is 
no evidence that Vargas intended to give workers any real power. 
He consistently defended the bourgeois state and allowed labor 
almost no autonomy. He never extended labor legislation to cover 
rural workers or seriously entertained the idea of significant income 
redistribution. When the military demanded his resignation, Vargas 
did not call on workers to defend his cause, despite indications 
that he might have mobilized support through a general strike. 
Instead, he bowed to his enemies within the ruling class and 
exited dramatically by committing suicide. 


The Radical Populist Period, 1961-1964 


The Perón and Vargas eras represent classical populist periods, 
but populism has many faces. The presidency of Joao Goulart in 
Brazil (1961-1964) typifies another variant: radical populism. 
The main differences between the two are that in radical populism 
the locus of power moves leftward and the government is less 
capable of controlling the forces within its coalition, including 
labor.*® Goulart, for example, was constantly forced leftward 
within the limits of populist politics. As Brazilian society became 
polarized, he became trapped between opposing forces and was 
ultimately overthrown. The failure of progressives to prevent the 
1964 fascist coup stemmed directly from years of populist control, 
which hampered the formation of an independent mass or working- 
class movement. True to populist form, Goulart refused to mobilize 
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workers in defense of his government and sought to contain the 
crisis by steering a center course. 

The death of Vargas ushered in an interim government that 
responded to the fears raised during Vargas’s last years by crack- 
ing down on labor. The crackdown helped elect Juscelino 
Kubitschek and his vice-president, the ubiquitous Goulart, in 1956. 
Their tenure, which lasted through 1960, brought a series of 
contradictory maneuverings as the government tried to appease the 
local bourgeoisie and the imperialists while maintaining popular 
support. The contradiction sharpened after 1961 and only played 
itself out in the 1964 coup. Kubitschek *tried to avoid class 
antagonisms and satisfy both national and foreign capital. His 
economic policy oscillated between inflationary spending and 
austerity programs. Sometimes, the government encouraged limited 
labor demands; at other times, it repressed labor activity. Real 
wages reflected this ambivalence, temporarily surging upward only 
to fall behind. All during that time, Goulart worked to cultivate 
his following among labor leaders, often personally intervening 
in labor disputes and favoring demands he considered within the 
government’s capacity to grant. Unionization continued to grow. 
By 1960, perhaps 40 percent of all industrial workers belonged 
to an organization, and the number of unions in 1957 totaled over 
1,500,50 

The brief presidency of Jánio Quadros in 1961 served only to 
confuse the situation further. Quadros resigned shortly after taking 
office. That left Goulart, the vice-president, the legal successor. 
Conservative opposition permitted Goulart's accession only after 
it passed a constitutional amendment that clipped executive 
power. Goulart, backed by an increasingly militant left, forced 
a plebiscite on the issue, which restored full presidential power in 
early 1963. From that time, the battle lines became clearer: a 
rapidly growing and ever more radical political movement on the 
left; Goulart in the center; and gathering forces on the right led 
by the military, church elements, and sectors of the bourgeoisie 
close tó foreign capital. 

The impending crisis reflected deep contradictions that had been 
brewing within Brazilian society since 1930. After World War II, 
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foreign investment had grown, rising on an annual average from 
$200 million during the period from 1946 to 1950 to $350 million 
in the period from 1951 to 1955 and to $750 million during the 
period from 1956 to 1960. The influx of capital spurred industrial- 
ization, but foreigners monopolized entire sectors of the economy, 
squeezing domestic capital into minority positions within the more 
dynamic sectors or driving it into less profitable ones. As a result, 
the local bourgeoisie divided into those taking a nationalist posi- 
tion in favor of limiting foreign input and those dependent upon 
international capital. The latter forces abandoned their fleeting 
alliance with the working class forged under Vargas because their 
interests and those of most of the working class steadily diverged. 
More immediately, when foreign investment faltered in 1960, a 
recession followed. The dependent local bourgeoisie called for 
measures to renew the flow of funds from abroad. Progressive 
forces, however, demanded basic structural reforms, including 
nationalization and restrictions on foreign investment. Kubitschek’s 
ambivalent policy had avoided facing the contradiction, but Goulart 
no longer had that option.*! 

After 1955, new actors emerged who threatened to change 
Brazilian politics. A series of radical populists (some of them 
revolutionary socialists) threatened to outflank established popu- 
lists from the left. Men like Leonel Brizola from Rio Grande do 
Sul and Miguel Arraes of Pernambuco won resounding electoral 
victories by campaigning on progressive platforms. In office, they, 
unlike most populists, made good on many campaign promises. 
Arraes used his position as governor to support a sugar workers’ 
strike that eventually triumphed. Brizola mobilized provincial 
forces against the conservatives in the civilian-military crisis of 
1961 and then molded a leftist bloc in the National Congress that 
represented progressive elements at the national level. Their 
presence served as an example of what politicians could actually 
do for workers and exposed populist rhetoric as empty platitudes.*2 

Mobilization in the countryside after 1955 also proved 
significant. Communists had organized rural workers in the 1930s 
and 1940s but had failed to build permanent organizations because 
of state and local repression. In 1955, rural activity resumed, at 
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first in the form of peasant leagues, many of them under the 
influence of Francisco Juliáo, a young politician from the north- 
east. These organizations spread throughout the region, eventually 
incorporating as many as 250,000 persons. Their success led other 
political groups into the arena. Soon Communists, left- and right- 
wing Catholics, and a number of diverse leftist groups all actively 
campaigned in the countryside. 

Progressive forces had long demanded land reform, and Goulart 
had included it among his political promises. When alien or 
potentially competing groups mobilized in rural areas, Goulart 
moved to strengthen his own position and head off the opposition. 
In March 1963, he promulgated the Statute of the Rural Worker, 
which extended most existing labor legislation to agricultural 
workers. Once legalized, rural organization grew rapidly, but the 
government now took a hand in it through a special agency. In 
November, a national rural confederation, Confederação Nacional 
dos Trabalhadores na Agricultura (CONTAG), formed under 
government sponsorship but also backed by Communists, left- 
wing Catholics, and the PTB. Its founding congress attracted 
twenty-nine federations from nineteen states representing 743 rural 
organizations. After that, the number of legal rural unions sky- 
rocketed, reaching 270 in 1963 and 1,300 in 1964.55 

Through these efforts, Goulart hoped to shore up his position by 
procuring rural support of a government-controlled rural move- 
ment, much as Vargas had done with urban labor thirty years 
before. At the same time, he raised the possibility of extending 
the vote to illiterates (most rural dwellers fell into this category). 
If he championed the cause of rural workers, government agencies 
could ensure that they would cast their ballots for him. By 1964, 
however, rural mobilization remained more a potential than a 
real force, despite the fact that over 500,000 persons belonged to 
some kind of organization.** Ideological splits between those con- 
tending for workers’ allegiance prevented any co-ordination of rural 
activity. Most rural organizations failed to develop local leader- 
ship, and students or activists with urban backgrounds often occu- 
pied key posts. Ten years could not overcome centuries of oppres- 
sion and repression by landlords and the government. Furthermore, 
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probably one-third of all rural entities took mildly reformist posi- 
tions. That segment, led by reactionary Catholics, taught that rural 
justice did not include basic changes in property relationships. 
In 1964, the military, often aided by these same conservatives, 
easily dismantled most rural groups.5® 

While these events were unfolding in the countryside, urban 
labor also took the offensive. After 1956, labor slowly recovered 
traditions of struggle lost during the 1930s. Gradually, new leaders 
arose, many of them within the PTB, but some representing other 
tendencies. Constant inflation and the failure of politicians to 
deliver on promises showed workers that they must defend them- 
selves.°® A heightened awareness about the sources of Brazil’s 
real problems played an important role in the process. As in other 
Latin American countries after 1959, students and radicalized 
petit bourgeois intellectuals, many influenced by the example of 
the Cuban Revolution, helped raise consciousness by providing 
and disseminating anti-imperialist analyses that complemented the 
workers’ day-to-day experience. These forces on the left, while 
continuing to voice economic demands, called for a basic restruc- 
turing of Brazilian society. They pinpointed imperialism as the 
principal enemy, followed by the Brazilian bourgeoisie, which 
obeyed the dictates of international capitalism. Goulart’s systematic 
refusal to view national problems in these terms alienated his 
support on the left. 

The principal lessons for workers, however, lay not in theory 
but in practice. Strikes multiplied throughout Brazil during the 
late 1950s. In Sáo Paulo, 964 strikes occurred during 1959, result- 
ing in the loss of 2.3 million person hours; in 1960, 3.3 million 
hours were lost. Workers co-ordinated their actions, beginning 
with a pact in 1956 among several Sáo Paulo unions. Skilled 
workers led this surge, reflecting rising militancy among those 
previously contented with a relatively privileged position within 
the working class. After 1961, labor intensified its drive, and at 
least 169 major strikes occurred between 1961 and Goulart's fall.*7 

Unity still eluded the movement, but attempts to build greater 
solidarity persisted. The Third National Labor Congress repre- 
sented a step in that direction. However, U.S.-backed, procapitalist 
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union officials sabotaged the meeting by first objecting to the 
seating of leftist delegations and then withdrawing from the con- 
gress.*8 In 1962, elements from the PTB and the Communist Party 
formed the Comando Geral dos Trabalhadores (CGT). 
Goulart temporarily encouraged this illegal body because he hoped 
to use it for his own purposes. In July 1962, CGT unions threat- 
ened a general strike with Goulart’s approval in order to prevent 
the inauguration of a conservative cabinet. When the conservatives 
resigned, the CGT refused to cancel the action, even though the 
president urged it to do so. Two months later, they called another 
strike, again against Goulart’s wishes. By “his time, even those 
labor leaders still dependent upon the government were finding it 
difficult to defy rank-and-file demands. 

Radicalization among workers continued, and Goulart's ability 
to control labor declined steadily. He now reacted to workers” 
demands instead of calling the tune. Individual labor leaders 
accumulated some real power within the system, aided briefly by 
Almino Afonso, who occupied the Labor Ministry during 1963. 
Goulart acted predictably against the threat. He dismissed Afonso 
and then, in the middle of 1963, broke with the CGT. The 
organization then went over to the opposition, joining the leftist 
bloc headed by Brizola. Goulart now tried to create his own labor 
confederation, but it failed. His inability to meet labor demands 
lost him popular backing, but his failure to check worker unrest 
also earned the enmity of conservatives. Circumstances dictated 
that he choose sides, but he did not.** 

Why did workers fail to react against the April 1964 right-wing 
military coup? The answer lies in labor's continued weakness. 
Despite rising militancy since the 1950s, ideological splits rent the 
workers” ranks. Conservative Catholic groups as well as U.S.- 
supported reformists fought for the allegiance of white- and blue- 
collar workers and actively undermined all other organizing efforts. 
Goulart struggled to placate labor groups in order to keep their 
demands within the limits of populist politics. He also repressed 
those organizations he could not manipulate in an attempt to 
maintain control over the movement. In some instances, the Com- 
munists supported Goulart based on their belief in the peaceful 
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conquest of power through class alliances, thus sometimes splitting 
with the militant forces within labor’s ranks that opposed the 
government. However, these groups also remained divided and 
unable to co-ordinate their activities. 

Furthermore, many labor leaders sought only personal power. 
They mobilized workers behind immediate issues, even confronting 
Goulart as a means of winning rank-and-file support, but they 
did not plan for long-range struggle. Ultimately, the locus of their 
strength lay within political circles, Their success or failure de- 
pended more on the president and the elites, in this case primarily 
the military, than on the power of their unions. Although strikes 
spread spontaneously once they began, their inception and results 
depended on the union bureaucracy’s political perception of the 
situation and on the level of repression unleashed by the military 
or local and state governments. 

Under these conditions, little factory-level organizing or ideo- 
logical education took place among workers. Although political 
rather than economic demands formed a part of the programs set 
forth by labor after 1960, economic demands still constituted the 
primary motive for labor activity. Strikes most often succeeded 
when real wages lagged furthest behind inflation. Labor did not 
come anywhere near its organizing potential. For example, in 
greater Sao Paulo, a bastion of militancy, only 13 percent of the 
workers in metals, electricity, and textiles belonged to unions. 
Lastly, despite the CGT, little national coordination existed. Urban 
and rural movements functioned independently. Radicalized sectors 
throughout Brazilian society operated largely without institutional- 
ized links. No revolutionary party formed to bring together 
peasants, urban workers, students, radicalized petit bourgeoisie, and 
those elements within the armed forces (mostly noncommissioned 
officers) who favored basic reforms.© 

The end came for Goulart after he had increased the minimum 
wage in early 1964 in response to a wave of strikes. Almost 
simultaneously, he announced a new reform program nationaliz- 
ing privately owned oil refineries, imposing rent control, expro- 
priating some unproductive lands, and stabilizing prices. He then 
asked the National Congress for a constitutional amendment 
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allowing illiterates to vote. These moves came too late to gather 
left support and proved too much for the ruling class. Encouraged 
by the United States, the Brazilian armed forces acted in April 
to oust Goulart and install a right-wing dictatorship.* 


POPULISMS COMPARED 


Three sets of variables appear crucial to the course of Latin 
American populisms: first, the international dimension, which 
includes the world economy and the attitudes of imperialist gov- 
ernments toward populist regimes; second, the historical configura- 
tions that determine the shape and nature of domestic ruling classes 
and labor movements; and third, the immediate historical events 
surrounding the rise of populists. Despite the importance of 
national events and historical patterns, however, striking similarities 
emerge to support the hypothesis that a Latin American populism 
exists. 

Populist governments and leaders operated within traditional 
capitalist frameworks. Although some of their policies might be 
considered radical within that context, none seriously altered 
basic socioeconomic relationships. Perón's income redistribution 
efforts, like those of Vargas or Goulart on a lesser scale, repre- 
sented a temporary policy designed to gain support among the 
working class. The expansion of social services and the extension 
of state powers also merely echoed measures adopted by other 
countries in response to the Depression. No populist leader acted 
to change basic property relationships or to alter class power 
positions. With the exception of Goulart, they refused, for 
example, to touch the agrarian sector; and when Goulart threat- 
ened to do so, he was quickly overthrown. 

Populist politicians tried to maintain tight control over their 
followings, repressing opposition groups and allowing supporters 
little or no autonomy. They particularly feared the development 
of an independent working-class movement. Only during a brief 
moment under Goulart did workers or their representatives occupy 
key national posts from which they could build a separate power 
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base. Instead, government agencies, often staffed by union bureau- 
crats, held power over labor. Co-optation also occurred in the 
form of expanded social services, fringe benefits, and labor legisla- 
tion, but always granted by the state, never won by workers through 
their own organization and struggle. Those who attempted to act 
without government approval suffered repression. 

Finally, populist rhetoric outpaced performance. Glorification 
of the working class or calls for social justice served to enhance 
the image of populist leaders and governments, but reality fell 
short of promises. Nevertheless, many workers actually bettered 
their living standards, which gave populist politicians a basis for 
their claims. But economic and social benefits flowed only when 
sufficient surplus existed both to continue redistribution and to 
assure domestic and foreign capitalists sufficient return on their 
investments. When the economic climate clouded over, the work- 
ing class and the peasantry suffered reductions in both types of 
benefits. 

International factors greatly influenced populism. Its roots lay 
in the Depression, during which the ruling class in dependent areas 
momentarily gained an opportunity for self-aggrandizement. Subse- 
quent attempts at internally financed industrialization changed 
relationships between government and labor. Sooner or later, the 
ruling class had to tackle the problem of organizing labor because 
it needed a disciplined and orderly work force and because it had 
to find the way to incorporate workers into the national economy 
and the urban population. Populism provided one means to accom- 
plish these ends. Populist politicians sought working-class support. 
At the same time, they used their control over organized labor to 
smooth the social dislocations caused by industrialization. Thus 
populism served as a channel for modern capitalist development. 
Temporary cross-class alliances were formed that included sectors 
of the bourgeoisie and unionized members of the working class. 
These lasted until the 1950s, when changes within the world 
economy caused local bourgeoisies to ally with international 
capital. Foreign investment penetrated the modern and dynamic 
sectors of the economy, using the labor force that classical populism 
had organized and disciplined. That process doomed populist 
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coalitions. Imperialist governments bought off, bought out, or 
economically ruined those sectors of the bourgeoisie within those 
coalitions. At the same time, they demanded an end to nationalist 
policies and even greater control over the working class. 

The imperialist offensive against populist regimes used economic 
pressures, curtailing vital exports to Argentina and cutting off 
loans to Brazil, for example. It encouraged domestic antipopulist 
groups such as the military in Brazil. And it supported pro- 
capitalist elements within local labor movements such as the anti- 
Peronist COASI or reformist unions at, Brazil’s Third Labor 
Congress (see Chapter 6). In the end, these efforts helped topple 
populist regimes. New governments quickly abandoned populist 
policies. Workers’ real wages fell, as did social services. In Brazil, 
real wages declined almost 10 percent within two years of 
Vargas’s death; and by 1974, the minimum wage in Brazil had 
lost 44 percent of its 1964 purchasing power. In Argentina, wages 
matched or passed their 1955 level (already reduced from 1950) 
only once in the following decade. 

The successful attack on working-class living standards under- 
scores the point that without government protection, workers could 
not preserve even limited gains. This fact stemmed from populism’s 
tactic of preventing independent working-class mobilization. Co- 
opted labor leaders had no interest in educating the rank and file, 
and they collaborated fully with the government in preventing 
autonomous movements. Furthermore, at least in the 1930s, most 
workers did not have the necessary experience in unions or 
politics to counter pressures from above. Those who tried generally 
met repression. 

Long- and short-range historical factors also influenced populist 
periods. Vargas built a labor movement because none existed in 
1930 that could be used for his purposes. As a result, he main- 
tained greater control over labor than Perón could in Argentina. 
Vargas did not need labor’s political support until 1945, when he 
was first seriously challenged by his enemies. Goulart, on the 
other hand, inherited a labor movement already conditioned by 
populist politics, which may help to account for the fact that his 
traditional populist policies failed to control labor. In Argentina, 
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the 1930s unfolded differently. There, a potentially strong labor 
movement existed; consequently, after 1930, the government force- 
fully repressed labor in order to implement its economic plans. The 
repression created the conditions for Perón's populist successes. 
But he had to incorporate workers into a political party, distribute 
greater benefits, and bring a larger percentage of workers into his 
coalition and into labor organizations because the level of organiza- 
tion and struggle was far above that found in Brazil. 

The classical populist period still influences Argentine labor. 
The bureaucracy’s strength derives from hierarchical structures 
erected after 1943. The predominantly electoral strategy advocated 
even by Peronism’s more progressive sectors indicates that pre- 
1955 events still condition working-class politics. On the other 
hand, the massive labor mobilization between 1943 and 1955 
assured the continued existence of a viable labor movement. In 
Argentina, the struggle is over control of the labor movement, 
whereas in Brazil it revolves around the establishment of organized 
labor as a permanent institution. In Brazil, the Vargas period 
paved the way for Goulart and radical populism. In Argentina, the 
Perón years sowed the seeds for continued labor action after 
1955. Thus the legacy of populism appears contradictory. On one 
hand, it greatly aided continued state control over labor by un- 
friendly regimes; on the other, it brought a series of important 
organizing steps that have enabled workers to continue their 
struggles. 

Historical differences also shaped post-populist periods. The 
Brazilian military crushed all workers’ opposition after 1964. Only 
after 1967 did the first signs of a revitalized working-class move- 
ment appear. In Argentina, the civilian and military regimes that 
followed Perón proved incapable of destroying existing union 
structures, and they could not eradicate Peronism from the ranks 
of labor. A deteriorating economic situation, constant repression, 
and the contrast with the years before 1955 served to keep Peron- 
ism alive among workers. Although the union bureaucracy on 
several occasions indicated its willingness to ally itself with non- 
Peronist regimes, it did not succeed in bending the rank and file 
to its wishes. After 1966, a class-oriented (clasista) left developed 
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inside the labor movement. It advanced the thesis that labor 
should organize and act independently. The ruling class opened the 
way for Perón's return and third presidency in 1973 partly in 
response to this leftward drift. Perón and his current wife, Isabelita, 
who succeeded him in office after his death in July 1974, pursued 
typically populist policies. They quickly moved to quash the 
growing left wing inside the Peronist movement. On the labor 
front, they supported the traditional bureaucracy against all 
militancy. The deteriorating economic situation and constant right- 
wing and imperialist pressures, however, doomed the third Peron- 
ist experiment to failure. Opposition groups on the left soon 
countered the government’s conservative bent with increased ac- 
tivity. In turn, the government escalated its offensive, unleashing a 
full-scale terror campaign against the left. Gradually the country 
drifted into an undeclared civil war. Finally, the right-wing military 
once again took matters into its own hands and toppled the 
regime of Isabelita Perón in March 1976. The new military rulers 
immediately instituted dictatorial rule and initiated an all-out 
offensive against the left and progressive elements within the labor 
movement. Since that time, Argentina’s internal strife continues 
unabated. ® 
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LABOR AND REVOLUTION: 
BOLIVIA AND CUBA 


In Bolivia and Cuba, workers broke the co-optive—repressive mold 
implanted during the first decades of the twentieth century. In each 
country, sectors within the labor movement backed a revolution 
when new forces swept reactionary governments from power. But 
the long-range results differed. In Cuba, a revolution fundamentally 
changed the socioeconomic system; in Bolivia, despite temporary 
advances, counterrevolutionary forces captured power and reinsti- 
tuted the co-optive—repressive syndrome. How did revolutionary 
situations develop in Cuba and Bolivia, and why did revolution 
succeed in one country and fail in the other? Four major determi- 
nants affected the situation: the collective historical experience of 
the working class; the immediate characteristics of each upheaval; 
the strategy adopted by the working-class and revolutionary organi- 
zations; and the international dimension, including outside inter- 
vention. 

The Cuban working class possessed a long history of militant 
struggle that helped revolutionaries to mobilize workers. In Bolivia, 
miners in particular had engaged in protracted class warfare, but 
most other working-class sectors lacked experience. Both revolu- 
tions shared an anti-imperialist and anti—ruling-class bias. In 
Bolivia, the triumph in 1952 of the Movimiento Nacional Revolu- 
cionario (MNR) represented the ascendancy of bourgeois- 
democratic elements. Its main current desired reform of the system 
but not a true revolution. It hewed to a nationalist, developmen- 
talist policy along capitalist lines that included substantial state 
participation and an attempt to incorporate new groups into 
national life. In Cuba, the 26th of July Movement, along with its 
allies, which triumphed in 1959, sought far-reaching changes. It 
aimed to free Cuba from foreign domination, not just loosen the 
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strings of control, as did the MNR. Ultimately, it sought to create 
a socialist society in Cuba by ending capitalist modes of production 
and relationships. The revolutionary wing of the Revolution won 
out over those who did not wish the society totally restructured. 

In Bolivia, those aspiring to revolutionary change lost out to 
reformists. In retrospect, it appears that the Bolivian movement 
missed opportunities that might have produced different results. 
Workers, spearheaded by miners, for a time formed the most 
powerful armed group within the country. However, they allowed 
an increasingly unfriendly government to rebuild the nation’s 
armed forces and strengthen peasant militias committed to the 
status quo. They also failed to organize other workers and re- 
mained relatively isolated. An active political party might have 
provided a vehicle capable of realizing revolutionary goals, but 
none was formed. Thus the reformist nature of the MNR and the 
lack of independent working-class organization prevented a suc- 
cessful revolution. 

In Cuba, the 26th of July Movement operated as a political 
force that brought together those anti-imperialist elements com- 
mitted to social change. It allied with reformists but did not give 
them a dominant place within the Revolution. Once in power, it 
took decisive steps to neutralize the military by arming the people 
and politicizing the population. At the same time, it rapidly 
broadened working-class participation. 

External factors played an important role in these upheavals. 
Before their revolutions, both countries lay firmly in the grip of 
U.S. imperialism. U.S. investment dominated whole sectors of each 
economy. As single-product export economies—sugar for Cuba, 
tin for Bolivia—they depended upon U.S.-controlled markets for 
sales and imported anywhere from 65 to 85 percent of all goods 
from the United States.: As a result, the U.S. State Department 
quickly became involved in the internal affairs of both nations, but 
its responses varied. In Bolivia, it maneuvered gradually to under- 
mine the Revolution and assure predominance of pro-U.S. con- 
servative elements concentrated in the armed forces. In Cuba, it 
aided traditional pro-U.S. groups to head off the 26th of July 
Movement. When this failed, it moved forcefully by instituting 
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economic sanctions and supporting counterrevolutionary forces, 
culminating in the ill-fated Bay of Pigs invasion of 1962. 


LABOR AND REVOLUTION: BOLIVIA, 1932-1964 


Most observers mark 1952, the year MNR took power, as a Water- 
shed in Bolivian history. Viewed from labor's perspective, however, 
this periodization appears inadequate. The revolutionary era 
divides into three segments: from the outbreak in 1932 of the 
Chaco War between Bolivia and Paraguay to 1946, during which 
time labor emerged as a contender for national power and 
bourgeois politicians attempted to co-opt the movement; from 
1946 to 1954, the years of labor's ascendancy and greatest influ- 
ence; and from 1956 to 1964, the period marked by labor's shift 
to the opposition, renewed government repression, and Bolivia’s 
return to the U.S. orbit. 

Before discussing labor, a word on the Bolivian economy is 
necessary. Tin forms the nation’s economic base, until very re- 
cently accounting for about 90 percent of exports and a similar 
percentage of foreign exchange earnings needed to buy imports. As 
a result, the international price of tin and the availability of foreign 
markets has vitally affected the country. The tin industry grew 
rapidly after 1920. Three men, the so-called Tin Barons, controlled 
the industry.* They operated their companies essentially as foreign 
enterprises, at times forging close links with U.S. capital, and they 
maximized profits regardless of the impact on Bolivia. From the 
1920s until nationalization in 1952, these magnates steadily de- 
capitalized their holdings. Profits generated by Bolivian workers 
and natural resources flowed abroad instead of being reinvested at 
home. No national bourgeoisie arose to challenge their position, 
and the middle groups remained a small, powerless force in the 
cities.” 

Reliance on tin also shaped Bolivia’s working class. The total 
labor force numbered around 50,000, with tin miners constituting 


* Carlos Aramayo, Mauricio Hochschild, and Simón Patiño. 


210 ORGANIZED LABOR IN LATIN AMERICA 


the largest group. They controlled the key sector of the economy, 
and as in other countries, this allowed them to exercise an inor- 
dinate influence on national life. As a result, much of Bolivian labor 
history revolves around the miners. Light industry, transport, and 
commerce employed workers; but even as of 1950, only 9.3 per- 
cent of the economically active population counted as a modern 
proletariat. The vast majority resided in rural areas, where perhaps 
two-thirds toiled on large estates in conditions closely resembling 
serfdom.? 


He 


A Revolutionary Labor Movement Forms, 1932-1946 


The Depression and the Chaco War paved the way for change. 
The economic cataclysm caused a 60 percent plunge in world tin 
prices. Between 1929 and 1933, Bolivian exports fell 70 percent, 
causing severe economic dislocation.* The Chaco War undermined 
the prestige of the army and of almost all national political leaders. 
Fought for a variety of reasons, including national pride, control of 
oil reserves supposedly located in the disputed territory, an outlet 
to the sea, and as a means to combat the Depression at home, the 
conflict proved increasingly unpopular as it dragged on without 
resolution. It particularly affected the working class and the peas- 
antry, who did not identify with the idea of national honor in a 
country that cared little for them. Nor did it matter to them 
whether the government gained control over land that foreign oil 
concessionaires would then exploit. These two groups, however, 
supplied the almost 80,000 corpses that dotted the battlefields, and 
they suffered most from the rampant inflation caused by the De- 
pression and the war. 

At this time, the labor movement provided the only channel for 
working-class discontent. The movement had revitalized during the 
relative economic prosperity of the late 1920s. Socialists, anarcho- 
syndicalists, and Communists all vied for ascendancy. In the early 
1930s, anarchosyndicalists and Communists actively organized 
miners, urban workers pressed for the right to organize, and 
existing organizations expanded.? 

The presidency of Daniel Salamanca (1931-1934) and the war 
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curtailed organized labor’s revival. Salamanca, like others who rose 
to power on the heels of the Depression, pursued policies openly 
hostile to labor. The war brought continued violence against 
workers. Many labor organizations opposed the conflict as an 
imperialist venture between ruling classes and even counseled 
workers not to fight. They continued to agitate for economic im- 
provements. Salamanca responded by outlawing any union 
threatening a strike. He jailed some labor leaders and sent others 
to the front. That offensive forced many militants into exile and 
drove almost all working-class organizations underground. But 
opposition to the unpopular conflict enhanced labor’s national 
prestige.® 

The vacuum in national leadership after the end of the war in 
1935 opened new possibilities, and several political parties 
emerged. They almost unanimously agreed on the need to modern- 
ize Bolivia, including gaining a broader political consensus, which 
meant consulting labor. But they disagreed on the means to achieve 
their goals. Against this background, the military viewed increased 
labor and popular unrest during 1935 and 1936 with disquiet. 
Finally, a typographers’ strike, soon supported by anarchosyndi- 
calists and Communists, led to a military coup. The coup ushered 
in a period of “military socialism” that lasted until 1939. During 
that period, a series of multiclass coalition governments under the 
influence of European corporatist ideas sought to incorporate 
labor into the national political arena under carefully controlled 
supervision. To do this, they granted some of labor’s demands by 
creating a Ministry of Labor headed by a former union official. In 
addition, they passed a mandatory unionization law and formed the 
Permanent National Assembly of Union Organizations to unify 
the movement and administer and institutionalize new legislation. 
The social security system was also expanded. 

The more militant working-class groups resisted co-optation. At 
the 1936 First National Workers’ Congress, Communists broke 
away to form a separate confederation. Anarchosyndicalists de- 
clared their opposition to the participation of political parties in the 
labor movement. Both effectively blocked efforts to muster 
workers’ support for an official political party.” 
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In 1937, the government tried a new labor policy. It promul- 
gated a labor code patterned after the Chilean code of the 1920s 
(see page 77). The Código Busch (named after the president, 
Colonel German Busch) formally inaugurated Bolivia’s co-optive— 
repressive period. The state now assumed a mediating role between 
labor and capital. Ié defined labor’s legal rights and took over 
social functions as they applied to workers. The code guaranteed 
basic rights for the first time, although it covered only urban 
workers. Its 122 articles included the right to strike and organize, 
the closed shop, collective and binding contracts, job protection, 
paid vacations, women’s and children’s protective measures, ex- 
panded pensions, better work conditions, and measures against the 
grossest forms of exploitation by employers. It outlined formal 
procedures for settling labor disputes but gave the state power to 
decide between contestants. The government also could legally 
recognize unions or not and declare strikes outside the law. In 
short, the code echoed legislation passed in other Latin American 
nations, providing a basis for what Bolivia’s rulers hoped would be 
the development of a state-controlled labor movement.® 

The growth of political parties proved vital to future labor 
developments. Two organizations, the Partido Izquierdista Revolu- 
cionario (PIR) and the Partido Obrero Revolucionario (POR), 
were formed on the revolutionary left. They hoped to mobilize the 
working class to seize state power and transform Bolivia into a 
socialist state. The MNR, on the other hand, occupied a moderate 
position, wishing only to incorporate workers into a modernized 
capitalist state. All three parties spread their message among 
workers and sought to gain influence within the labor movement, 
carrying on an ideological battle that continued well into the 1960s. 

The PIR took a Communist position. It held that Bolivia must 
pass through stages of capitalist development before a revolution- 
ary situation could emerge. Especially after 1946, it usually allied 
with what it called “progressive bourgeois” governments or move- 
ments, which would advance this process. The PIR worked to 
build g class-based vanguard party in which organized labor would 
be one segment. Railroad workers and teachers constituted its 


Labor and Revolution: Bolivia and Cuba 213 


principal labor backing, although it had also gained some following 
among miners before 1946. 

The POR, founded in 1934, grew rapidly after 1940. Its analysis 
differed from the PIR’s, although it shared an anti-imperialist and 
class focus. The POR held that labor should not be subordinated 
to a political party. It sought to build an autonomous working- 
class movement whose goal would be a revolutionary workers’ 
government. Every PORist had to join a union, and the party 
maintained a highly organized and disciplined structure. 

The MNR, in contrast, saw the country's problems in develop- 
mentalist terms, denying class interpretations. It thought that 
national capitalism under a government representing all sectors 
could remedy the economic situation. Direct foreign investment 
should be curtailed and, if necessary, eliminated in order to allow 
for the country’s free development. True to its elite (and rightist) 
origins, the MNR at first disdained popular support. When that 
approach failed to build a strong viable organization, it recruited 
among all dissatisfied sectors, including workers.? 

Labor made significant strides and waged important struggles 
between 1936 and 1945. Several groups of white- and blue-collar 
workers either formed unions and national organizations or 
strengthened and revitalized existing ones. In 1939, a dissident 
faction of POR sponsored a national miners’ congress and founded 
the first industry-wide organization in that sector. Although gov- 
ernment repression soon doomed the organization, its formation 
served as a precedent for future action, and many militants gained 
valuable organizing experience from it.*% 

The most important working-class action occurred during 1942 
at the Patifio mining complex of Catavi, where about 10,000 
persons labored in the galleries and above ground. The outbreak 
of World War II had increased the demand for tin, particularly 
after the Japanese occupation disrupted supplies from Malaya. In 
response to U.S. appeals, the government accepted voluntary con- 
trols on tin prices and guaranteed delivery at artificially low prices, 
costing the country millions of dollars in foreign exchange. A 
steady inflation marked these years. The cost of living rose 16 
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times between 1931 and 1943, but mine wages advanced only 8.5 
times. The economic squeeze, combined with the miners’ gradual 
politicization, soon led to discontent. In 1942, Catavi workers 
petitioned the company for wage increases and improvements in 
job and living conditions. Management refused to bargain, claim- 
ing that it did not recognize the union. The government, urged on 
by the United States, backed this position. It cited Bolivia’s com- 
mitments to produce tin at agreed prices. When the workers 
defiantly struck, it sent troops, who massacred miners and their 
families. Official sources claimed that 40 persons lost their lives, 
but independent observers placed the toll af closer to 400." 

The Catavi disaster had national repercussions. Its memory has 
served as a rallying cry for miners ever since. And the MNR turned 
the incident into a national scandal when the government tried to 
suppress knowledge of it. MNR members strongly criticized the 
government in Congress. Open defense of the miners forged the 
first important links between the MNR and the miners. The MNR 
investigating committee that visited the mines shortly thereafter 
solidified the contacts. The discredit heaped upon the government 
led indirectly to its overthrow in 1943 by the MNR in alliance with 
a nationalist, military faction known as RADEPA (Razón de 
Patria). The new government also proved short-lived. In 1946, 
conservative military elements once again seized control, instituting 
yet another repressive, pro-U.S. regime. 

The MNR-RADEPA coup of 1943, however, initiated a period 
during which labor could organize more freely. It also brought new 
legislation sponsored by the MNR, which wanted to increase its 
influence among the working class as part of its effort to build a 
popular, mass party. In 1944, the fuero sindical (labor bill of 
rights) became law. This protected union officials and members 
from layoffs, transfers, and firings, thus depriving employers of one 
important tactic used to prevent organization. It also guaranteed 
and eased conditions under which workers could unionize. The 
MNR combined its legislative campaign with an organizing drive. 
In 1944, a miners’ convention met and formed a national federa- 
tion, the Federación Sindical de Trabajadores Mineros de Bolivia 
(FSTMB). The MNR used its position in the government .to ex- 
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clude militant delegations and held a majority at the gathering. The 
federation’s reformist economic demands for more pay, minimum 
wages, and social legislation reflected that fact. It failed to mention 
labor’s political role or basic socioeconomic reforms. At that point, 
the MNR had succeeded in attracting the support of workers and 
orienting the country’s most important labor organization toward 
its own political position.*? 

After the FSTMB’s inauguration, political parties of all per- 
Suasions increased their efforts to influence workers. The PIR 
attacked the MNR-RADEPA government as fascist-oriented. Two 
years later, however, the PIR firmly allied with the conservatives 
and became closely identified with their repressive policies toward 
the working class, especially the miners. As a result, PIR influence 
within the labor movement dwindled. The POR, however, worked 
assiduously to cultivate a constituency among miners. It gradually 
won a substantial following and showed increasing strength at 
miners’ conventions in 1945 and 1946. During the 1946 meeting, 
the FSTMB, under growing and decisive POR influence, attacked 
the government. It called for an independent working-class move- 
ment free of traditional politics and denounced the MNR as un- 
responsive to workers’ demands because it placed the interests of 
the party before those of the working class.** 

The FSTMB Extraordinary Congress, held in Pulacayo in 
November 1946 in response to the conservative coup, marked a 
high point in Bolivian working-class history. PORists, although 
not a majority, set the gathering’s tone. The congress approved the 
militant Thesis of Pulacayo, one of the most revolutionary docu- 
ments ever endorsed by a Latin American working-class organiza- 
tion. It stated that even in underdeveloped Bolivia the proletariat 
constituted the revolutionary class, and it named miners as the 
most advanced and combative sector. It defended the concept of 
permanent revolution, holding that in backward countries, the 
democratic-bourgeois revolution against feudal conditions and the 
socialist revolution against capitalism would follow one upon the 
other in a continuous process. Therefore, workers must prepare 
for both, not for one at a time. It stressed the anti-imperialist 
struggle by linking national conditions to international capitalism 
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and the Bolivian struggle directly to working-class internationalism, 
specifically noting the importance of solidarity between Bolivian 
and North American workers. 

The Thesis also discussed worker and parliamentary politics. It 
condemned class collaborationism, arguing for class struggle led 
by the proletariat in conjunction with peasants, artisans, and some 
sectors of the petit bourgeoisie. It counseled against workers’ 
participation in nonrevolutionary governments and opposed 
popular fronts as put forth by the Communist Party and pacts or 
compromises with other classes. It held parliamentary politics to be 
secondary during times of workers’ ascendancy but necessary to 
provide a revolutionary forum when the movement stagnated. It 
therefore called for a Miners’ Parliamentary Bloc as an immediate 
tactic. Finally, it stressed that workers, peasants, and progressive 
petit bourgeois elements should act together but organize inde- 
pendently. 

The Thesis also presented a number of immediate demands that, 
although subordinate to class struggle, formed an important part of 
the revolutionary process. It asked for a basic real minimum wage, 
a forty-four-hour work week (thirty-six hours for women and 
children), with jobs apportioned among the labor force in times of 
unemployment, and guaranteed collective contracts. It advised 
workers to arm themselves to prevent future massacres and to 
prepare for future struggles. 

What accounts for the miners’ radicalization? Better organiza- 
tion allowed ideas to reach more workers. The recently formed 
revolutionary parties provided fresh analyses. The analyses mutu- 
ally reinforced each other to heighten the workers’ awareness of 
the need for independent organization. Objective living and working 
conditions accelerated the process, as did government repression to 
protect foreign interests. More immediately, the economic cycle 
turned down in 1946, and those affected willingly adopted a mili- 
tant program, particularly after the conservatives seized power. 
Lastly, the PIR and to a lesser degree the MNR fell into temporary 
disrepute with some segments of the working class for their col- 
laboration with bourgeois military governments. The Thesis took 
a more radical position than that held by most rank-and-file miners, 
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but it still expressed the aspirations of a major portion of the group. 
Most important, it served as a guide for future action. 


Labor and the Revolution, 1946-1956 


The ideological crest reached in 1946 inaugurated a period for 
miners and labor in general to test theory against practice. A six- 
year struggle culminated in 1952 with the triumph of the Bolivian 
Revolution. This event, in turn, initiated a half decade of crucial 
importance for labor and the working class. In 1952, a true 
working-class revolution seemed possible; by 1956, it no longer 
did. In 1946, however, the panorama still looked bleak. The mili- 
tary, which overthrew the MNR-RADEPA government, called 
elections, which a conservative won. The new government re- 
turned to traditional policies, attacking previous labor gains and 
attempting to crush all opposition. 

The mines naturally became a focal point in the struggle between 
the government and the working class. One major clash occurred 
in 1947 in the Patiño mines. There, after a series of strikes, lock- 
outs, threats, and futile negotiations, the miners occupied a number 
of mines in accordance with the Thesis. The government sent an 
investigatory commission; its report documented the atrocious 
existing conditions but solved nothing. The authorities finally 
forced an end to the strike. Under the guise of protecting workers 
from “a small group of foreign agitators” who supposedly manipu- 
lated them through the unions, it froze all union funds and jailed a 
number of leaders. But turmoil in the camps continued. The gov- 
ernment then declared a state of siege. Safely protected now by the 
army, the company fired 7,000 workers. It next rehired those 
deemed “safe,” excluding all activists. This “white massacre” (so 
named to distinguish it from “red massacres,” which involved 
workers’ deaths) failed to stem the miners’ drive. The FSTMB’s 
Fourth Congress publicly endorsed the Thesis. However, it modi- 
fied that position in secret deliberations, counseling a need for 
better preparation in strike situations and warning against needless 
confrontation with superior forces. It thus tacitly admitted that a 
revolutionary situation did not yet exist.*5 
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Working-class agitation continued. A mass movement again 
shook the Catavi complex in 1949, leading once more to a 
massacre in which government troops killed over 800 people. As 
the counterattack against labor intensified, working-class activity 
moved underground, and growing numbers of antigovernment 
leaders went into exile. By 1950, the government felt secure enough 
to freeze wages and outlaw strikes. Constant repression, however, 
served to underscore the need for unity among opposition groups. 
The MNR effectively used that sentiment to increase its ranks. By 
endorsing armed tactics, it projected a revolutionary image that 
attracted those desiring fundamental chafges, including many 
leftists. Slowly, an alliance formed between revolutionary working- 
class organizations and the MNR. In 1949, workers aided an un- 
successful MNR uprising. A strike in 1950 against the spiraling 
cost of living turned into a revolutionary general strike. The 
government reacted with widespread violence, including the air 
force bombing of a La Paz workers’ district, which resulted in 
numerous casualties. The escalating conflict made it clear to 
workers that they must establish a friendly regime or else be slowly 
crushed.1® 

The conservatives grew more and more isolated. Their indis- 
criminate use of force, gross mismanagement of public funds, and 
a deteriorating economic situation alienated significant numbers 
within the middle groups and even members of the armed services 
who came to realize that some change was unavoidable. Finally, 
the government called elections in 1951. It allowed MNR candi- 
dates to run, hoping to manipulate the vote in its own favor. Con- 
trary to expectations, the tactic failed; the government had mis- 
judged the depth of public sentiment against it. The military, 
however, voided the election results by decree, an act which further 
discredited the regime. Finally, in April 1952, the MNR, now 
supported by.national police and dissatisfied army officers, success- 
fully bid for power. Dynamite-wielding FSTMB members and 
other groups of armed workers joined the movement, actively 
fighting at mining centers, at railheads, and in the streets of La 
Paz. The Bolivian National Revolution had come to power. 

The MNR was no longer a political party in the traditional 
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sense; rather, it had become a multiclass coalition unified around 
a national directorate. As such, it housed several tendencies. 
Frustrated middle and upper-middle sectors composed the right 
wing. They backed the MNR only for the purpose of capturing 
high-level positions within the government and feared any real 
redistribution of wealth; they consistently opposed working-class 
aspirations. Nationalist-reformists occupied the center. They did 
not espouse revolution but hoped to transform Bolivia through a 
loosening of foreign controls and a modified capitalism that would 
preserve private property while increasing state participation in the 
economy. Labor, headed by the FSTMB and its allies, formed the 
left. It backed a revolutionary program which proposed that only 
a socialist system could solve the country’s ills. The center held a 
balance within the coalition and at first managed to keep the MNR 
united by playing one wing against the other. But inevitably, it had 
to choose sides. At that time, consistent with reformist politics and 
its class position, it opposed the left. Thus, after 1954, the MNR 
gradually split. 

To the MNR’s left stood the POR. It maintained a considerable 
following among miners and other working-class groups. Two 
tendencies vied for supremacy within the POR. A hard-line faction 
argued strict adherence to the Thesis, which meant noncollabora- 
tion with the MNR. A majority “realist” position postulated that 
the proletariat alone did not yet have sufficient power to accom- 
plish a revolution. Workers, therefore, had to ally with the MNR 
and push it as far and fast as possible to the left. Realists thought 
that this strategy would work because the MNR needed labor 
support to stay in power. In turn, labor could ill afford the enmity 
of the country’s strongest political force.*” 

Within a short period, largely at labor’s insistence, the Revolu- 
tion took seven major steps: It decreed universal suffrage; 
nationalized most tin mines and created a state mining corporation, 
Corporación Minera de Bolivia (COMIBOL), to administer 
them; implemented workers’ control (control obrero) in 
COMIBOL mines, giving workers veto power over major de- 
cisions; created the Central Obrera Boliviana (COB), a national 
labor confederation; instituted an agrarian reform program in 
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peasant areas; disbanded the reactionary armed forces; and initi- 
ated a “co-government,” or coalition rule, allowing workers and 
peasants to choose some government officials, such as the minister 
of mines.1® 

At this juncture, organized labor occupied a strong position. It 
had successfully pushed the Revolution leftward and seemingly 
laid a basis for further advances. Miners, for example, made up 
about half of the 50,000-to-70,000-member armed people's militia, 
the country’s only military force. Furthermore, the government 
remained committed to change and to an at least mildly anti- 
imperialist position. Most important, the government needed 
workers’ support.*? 

Control over the COB lay at the heart of MNR strategy. At the 
time, workers provided the only assurance of continued MNR rule. 
In 1953, for example, the confederation successfully mobilized its 
forces against an attempted coup. By consulting the COB on all 
issues, the government gained legitimacy; but to keep its power, the 
government needed control over that body. In addition, MNR 
representatives within the confederation could check the left and 
prevent it from radicalizing the Revolution. Tensions between 
labor and government, however, existed from the first. Nationaliza- 
tion, for example, raised an immediate dispute. A miners’ com- 
mission had originally framed nationalization proposals that in- 
cluded workers’ control but provided no indemnification to former 
owners. The MNR, under pressure from the United States, which 
temporarily withheld recognition, opposed the no-indemnity 
proposition and pressured the miners into dropping the demand in 
return for other gains, such as worker control. At first, COMIBOL 
functioned reasonably smoothly. The FSTMB elected two of its 
seven directors. At the local level, workers’ delegates exercised veto 
power over decisions in each mine and served in advisory capaci- 
ties on technical questions and matters related to workers. Later, 
the state petroleum agency (YPFB) instituted a similar plan.*° 

From 1952 on, the MNR actively maneuvered to win labor 
support. The government granted wage increases, expanded the 
social security system, and ordered extra pay for workers with 
families. It also improved job conditions. In the mines, which 
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received special attention, it reinstated workers who had been fired 
since 1946, opened stores that sold goods below retail prices, 
instituted special bonuses, and announced an ambitious housing 
program. 

The MNR took more direct steps to win control over labor in 
order to prevent the left wing from gaining strength and to check 
the influence of revolutionary forces outside the coalition. This 
procedure involved the use of co-optation and force through 
government agencies. In unions not under its control, it formed 
caucuses to oppose the leftists. In extreme cases, it even banned 
radicals from union elections, although the rank and file sometimes 
ignored the government and elected whom they pleased. In many 
cases, however, the ability to hand out patronage posts, a judicious 
placing of funds, and the occasional use of forceful intervention 
assured that the center within the MNR increasingly controlled 
organized labor. In less than a year after the Revolution, the 
government moved to capture PORist unions; through the same 
mechanisms, it succeeded, for example, in ousting that tendency 
from the Cochabamba workers’ federation. 

Developments inside the COB illustrate the gradual deterioration 
of left strength in the face of the government’s actions. The con- 
federation incorporated various tendencies and aided the drive to 
unionize workers. Soon after the Revolution, workers in most 
urban sectors had either re-formed unions destroyed during the 
repression or organized for the first time. Most of these new COB 
members responded to influence of the center within the MNR. 
The confederation’s first congress in 1954 revealed internal 
divisions between left and center. Miners formed the largest single 
representation, but the body failed to accept the miners’ proposal 
to endorse the Thesis. Instead, under MNR pressure, it adopted a 
position calling for a mixed economic system; and in consonance 
with MNR reformism, it outlined only immediate economic and 
social goals.?* 

The COB administered the workers’ share of co-government. In 
theory, it exercised a veto over official decisions, and the govern- 
ment consulted it on all important measures. It also nominated 
candidates to fill ministerial posts such as labor, transport, and 
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mines and petroleum. However, the COB increasingly became an 
extension of the MNR and less and less an independent working- 
class organization. MNR labor leaders dominated its administrative 
posts and functioned as government bureaucrats rather than as 
legitimate working-class representatives. Similar problems arose in 
the FSTMB and in the mines. There, too, a co-opted MNR bureau- 
cracy gradually replaced revolutionary militants and workers’ con- 
trol turned into a defensive watchdog function rather than a 
partnership of equals in which workers joined in managing the 
industry. The MNR’s national leadership encouraged the process, 
aiding pliable union officials against militant tank-and-file demands 
and doling out just enough concessions to prevent widespread 
workers’ discontent. At times, it purposefully violated agreements 
with workers in order to absorb their energies in rectifying the 
situation and prevent them from organizing for the purpose of 
formulating new demands.?? 

At the same time, the MNR cultivated the peasants’ allegiance to 
counter organized labor. The 1953 agrarian reform extended land 
ownership, and the MNR made sure that those receiving land knew 
who had passed the law. By again using government agencies, it 
monopolized the process of organizing rural unions, occasionally 
using force against the efforts of the PIR, POR, and FSTMB to 
recruit peasants. Once assured of control over the peasant move- 
ment, it beefed up peasant militias, which later predictably de- 
fended the MNR position against critics on the left.23 


The Revolution Turns Right: Labor in Opposition After 1956 


Working-class elements within the Revolution accomplished 
much after 1952. However, the gradual erosion of their power by 
the center led to a shift in the balance of power. In 1956, the 
inevitable clash between labor and conservatives occurred. Tension 
continued, and gradually the working class was forced on the 
defensive. In 1964, the military returned to power, and subsequent 
governments have, with few exceptions, followed antilabor policies. 

Continuing economic problems led to conflict between workers 
and the government. Inflation skyrocketed and, despite repeated 
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wage increases, real wages declined almost 40 percent between 
1952 and 1955. A new economic policy became imperative. Under 
threat of an end to U.S. aid, which would have provoked an 
immediate economic collapse, the government accepted the Stabili- 
zation Plan drawn up by the International Monetary Fund. It 
agreed to combat inflation by freezing wages, lifting import con- 
trols, abolishing special mine stores, and implementing measures to 
increase workers’ productivity. Labor, especially the miners, 
opposed the plan. They said that it tied Bolivia closer to imperial- 
ist powers by greatly increasing the foreign debt and that loosening 
import restrictions would flood the market with foreign goods and 
smother national industry. They also objected to the fact that the 
plan blamed miners for the rising costs of tin production and 
advised a cut in personnel along with other measures that would 
effectively end workers’ control.?* 

The COB’s second congress met the issue head on. Government 
supporters endorsed the stabilization; the left and left-center argued 
against it and specifically censured the MNR and the United States 
for imposing hardships on the working class. The POR went 
further, pushing for the formation of an independent worker- 
peasant movement free of MNR and government influence. In a 
close vote, the COB approved the left-center position and called a 
general strike to prevent the plan’s implementation. At that point, 
the MNR’s labor strategy began to pay dividends. Following a 
presidential appeal and all-out pressure by government officials, 
labor’s ranks split into progovernment and antigovernment camps, 
and the strike failed. The stabilization plan proceeded as scheduled, 
producing exactly the consequences foreseen by the left.? 

The initiative now rested with the right and center, which quickly 
followed up their victory. After 1956, labor suffered a steady 
stream of defeats. Bureaucrats increasingly occupied government 
posts once reserved for representatives of the working class. 
Dependent upon the MNR and not beholden to a labor constitu- 
ency, these people usually opposed militant labor demands. In 
1959, for example, the Labor Ministry ruled in favor of employers 
in a textile strike, marking the first time since 1952 that the 
ministry had openly sided with management. Strikers received 
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harsh treatment even when merely protesting falling purchasing 
power or noncompliance with social legislation. In 1961, the 
government adopted yet another foreign stabilization plan under 
which it promised -increased worker productivity in return for 
loans. When labor again demonstrated against these measures, the 
government denounced the move as a “Communist plot” and 
detained or exiled many labor leaders.?6 

One by one, labor’s hard-won gains disappeared. By 1965, the 
government had rescinded workers’ control in the mines, the fuero 
sindical, and what remained of co-government. That same year, 
the military government, which had taken power in 1964, abolished 
all existing unions and the COB. It ruled that they must reorganize 
along apolitical lines, and it prohibited members of political parties 
from holding union offices. Miners resisted this decree by electing 
militants anyway, but many noncomplying unions were forced 
underground.?7 

Labor did not acquiesce quietly to all these measures. Numerous 
strikes and several general strikes shook the country, but the 
workers’ power to paralyze the economy had dwindled. The mili- 
tary, rebuilt with massive U.S. assistance, now had sufficient fire- 
power to deal quickly with mine occupations. The injection of 
loans and aid from the United States gave the government some 
economic leeway to withstand temporary disruptions in exports. 
Furthermore, the government did not hesitate to call on peasant 
militias to repress worker agitation under the guise that “Com- 
munists” controlled the labor movement and that if successful they 
would take away peasant properties. After 1964, mass labor action 
met violence. Between 1964 and 1969, for example, six major 
confrontations between the army and miners took place. In 1965, 
the army occupied the mining camps after extensive bombing by 
air force planes. Only during the brief regime of Juan José Torres 
(October 1970—August 1971) did labor get a respite from constant 
harassment, but it could not regroup sufficiently to defend his 
populist government from the conservative coup that followed.** 

Despite this situation, many organized groups maintained a 
revolutionary outlook. In 1962, the COB supported the Cuban 
Revolution and endorsed the creation of an independent union 
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movement. Several labor groups declared solidarity with guerrilla 
columns operating after 1967, and in 1970 the FSTMB approved 
a revolutionary socialist position. In the face of continued repres- 
sion, workers in many sectors have maintained their organizations 
as focal points for future working-class action.?? 


Conclusion 


Why did labor’s position deteriorate rapidly after 1952? For one 
thing, the most militant and revolutionary workers operated from 
positions of both strength and weakness. Miners controlled the key 
economic sector and carried arms (i.e., dynamite) as a normal 
part of their work. Yet, they remained geographically isolated from 
other working-class centers. Thus, opposing forces could surround 
them and confine their action to the mines and immediate zones. 
Mining camps also provided convenient targets for air force 
bombers and fighter planes. Furthermore, labor revolutionaries 
faced severe obstacles. Continual repression took a steady toll of 
militants over the years. Many workers found it easier to accept 
the status quo than to place their jobs and lives in jeopardy. Finally, 
the center and right within the MNR, supported after 1954 by the 
United States and other imperialist forces, effectively used a com- 
bination of co-optation and repression to deflect workers from a 
revolutionary path. When necessary, the government granted im- 
mediate economic and legal gains to neutralize the left and win 
working-class support. When these measures led to economic 
difficulties, it instituted austerity programs “to save the country,” 
calling those who opposed such schemes traitors. Lucrative pay-offs 
in terms of union and government positions and graft not only 
created a malleable bureaucratic group within the ranks of labor 
but also sowed profound distrust of all leaders among workers. As 
one observer noted, the only persons trusted by miners are those 
who demonstrably refused to sell out, the dead ones.*° 

Working-class revolutionaries committed a series of tactical 
errors. In 1952, the miners failed to consolidate their position by 
immediately extending their support to other working-class groups 
and peasants. Instead, even when they represented the most power- 
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ful armed force within the country, they left the task of organizing 
to others. POR’s realist position aided this process by channeling 
energies away from building an independent worker-peasant alli- 
ance. 

The MNR used its superior resources to split the working class 
and peasants into antagonistic blocs. Peasants became defenders of 
the MNR because the MNR organized them and because it took 
full credit for agrarian reforms. However, the failure to organize 
and politicize peasants proved less serious than the fact that the 
revolutionary forces allowed the army to rebuild. They did not 
push labor’s advantageous position; instead, they stood aside while 
U.S. advisers and $8 million in direct U.S. military aid resurrected 
the armed forces. By the 1960s, the army had become the most 
powerful institution in the land and one dedicated to turning back 
the clock on the Revolution and restoring Bolivia’s dependent 
status.*! 

Workers faced two enemies: the reactionary forces, including 
imperialism; and the bourgeois democratic forces inside the revolu- 
tion. Perhaps the combination could not be overcome. Nor does 
the blame totally fall on the shoulders of labor. A student of 
Bolivian labor summed the situation up this way: “The proletariat’s 
failure to seize power in Bolivia is directly linked to the inability 
of revolutionary parties to guide and direct revolutionary unions. 
In Bolivia the trade unions replaced the parties.”°? Thus revolu- 
tionaries failed to build the coalition spelled out in the Thesis of 
Pulacayo, and that failure may have cost them the opportunity to 
make a successful revolution. 


LABOR AND REVOLUTION: CUBA, 1935-1961 


The Revolution that triumphed in Cuba on January 1, 1959, has 
remained in power, inaugurating Latin America’s first society 
dedicated to building socialism. The working class played an im- 
portant role in events prior to 1959 and formed a key pillar of 
support for the Revolution after that date. The following analysis 
concentrates on labor’s role between 1935 and 1961, particularly 
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in the period after 1952. In one way, this distorts reality, for almost 
every sector of Cuban society took part in the drama: students, 
peasants, traditional politicians, women, urban middle sectors, 
religious groups, and even elements from the upper class and the 
armed forces. In that sense, the Revolution represented a true 
popular uprising against sixty years of dependency, oppression, and 
misgovernment. Labor occupied center stage in this historical pro- 
gression only at certain points, such as 1933; and working-class 
support for the Revolution proved most vital after the anti-Batista 
forces seized power. However, the 1950s could not have unfolded 
as they did without widespread working-class and labor 
participation. 


The Co-optive—Repressive Period: The Batista Years, 
1935-1944, and the Auténticos, 1944-1952 


The 1935 general strike discussed in Chapter 2 marked the final 
outburst of working-class activity in the period begun by mass 
struggle against Machado. A co-optive—repressive period in Cuban 
labor history followed, during which the state strengthened and 
formalized the systems first utilized by Grau San Martín in 1933. 

Although other men formally occupied the presidency, Batista 
emerged from the 1933 crisis as Cuba's real ruler. He harbored 
corporatist ideas that included a greater state role within the 
economy and the organization of interest groups into formal blocs. 
He would serve as power broker between these groups and thus 
maintain control. Concurrently, his command over the armed 
forces would prevent any violent upheavals. The traditional parties 
and the Auténticos, on the other hand, wished for a return to 
constitutional rule under which they could hope to occupy govern- 
ment positions. The conservatives, once the threat of social revolu- 
tion subsided, increasingly opposed Batista. They wanted less 
government intervention and disliked having to depend upon a 
person whom they considered an upstart. The Auténticos still 
hoped to implement their reform program developed prior to 
(ases 

Having secured relative social stability through a harsh crack- 
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down on labor and working-class organizations, in the late 1930s 
Batista sought to gain working-class support. Gradually, an 
understanding or tacit alliance emerged between Batista and the 
Communists. In return for labor peace, he legalized the party, 
allowed it to use the media freely, and restored its right to organize. 
Strategic considerations influenced the rapprochement: Batista 
gained important mass backing, and the Communists won the 
opportunity to explain their position and to recruit openly. The 
alliance also fit into Communist popular front strategy, which 
expressly approved alliances with bourgeois governments committed 
to the world struggle against fascism. Batistè; who followed U.S. 
foreign policy lines, qualified on those grounds. 

The Communist Party moved to rebuild the labor movement 
and increase its influence. Early in 1939, after a series of local and 
provincial elections, some 1,500 delegates representing 576 unions 
met and founded a new central labor organization, the Confedera- 
ción de Trabajadores de Cuba (CTC). Later that same year, 
representatives from 78 sugar workers’ unions formed the 
Federación Nacional de Trabajadores Azucareros (FNTA), which 
replaced the moribund SNOIA.** 

Organized labor grew rapidly in both size and strength. In 1938, 
before the CTC’s founding, just over 200,000 workers belonged to 
unions. By 1939, the CTC alone boasted a membership over 
200,000, and the figure swelled to almost 350,000 two years later. 
The FNTA also expanded, claiming over 100,000 members in 
1941. In all, an estimated one-third to one-half of the total 
permanent work force belonged to some labor organization, al- 
though the degree of unionization varied by sector. The level of 
organization was particularly high among workers in the sugar, 
tobacco, transport, textile, and manufacturing sectors. Other 
groups, such as coffee workers, remained without formal means to 
express their demands. Among union members, some 19 percent 
regularly paid CTC dues, and 47 percent contributed to their locals. 
This low level of financial commitment stemmed from the extreme 
poverty’of most workers and from the fact that, as recently or- 
ganized workers, many still did not see the value in supporting 
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their unions. About three-fourths of the unionized workers be- 
longed to the CTC, which was organized primarily along industrial 
lines. It also included local and provincial federations.*° 

The Comisión Obrera of the Partido Revolucionario Cubano 
(Auténtico), headed by Eusebio Mujal and representing Grau's 
followers, vied with independent unions and Communists for 
leadership of the expanding labor movement. Communists con- 
trolled the most important unions and federations, including those 
of sugar, tobacco, and transport workers, and the provincial 
federations of Oriente and Las Villas. The Auténticos held im- 
portant minority positions inside the sugar and maritime unions, 
and they controlled the restaurant workers’ union. The maritime 
trades, public employees, and electrical workers remained inde- 
pendent. Most provincial federations, including the important 
Havana one, remained divided among these three ideological 
tendencies.*¢ 

During this period, Batista strengthened the two-pronged policy 
of co-optation and repression initiated by Grau and continued by 
Mendieta (see Chapter 2). A 1940 constitutional convention pro- 
duced a new national charter that culminated Batista’s move 
toward “constitutional rule.” He had convoked the convention 
only after consolidating his own position and making sure that he 
would become president in the elections that would follow. The 
document granted basic rights but delegated substantial power to 
the state and preserved private property. The twenty-seven articles 
treating labor reinforced extensive government controls while also 
providing extended social security benefits for select workers and 
increased pay in some urban trades. After his election, Batista 
officially recognized the CTC. He also granted it permission for a 
radio station and freedom of its own press.*” 

When Batista called elections for 1944, two coalitions vied for 
office: the Auténticos, backing Grau; and Batista’s forces, which 
included the Partido Socialista Popular (PSP), the Communist 
political party formed in 1943. Communist influence on the 
Batista government became a campaign issue, and Grau ran on the 
slogan “no continuismo, no comunismo” (“no re-election, no 
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Communism”). The combined votes of the anti-Batista groups, 
mainly the Auténticos and the Conservatives, proved enough to 
elect Grau president, and Batista did not dare overturn the result. 

Grau’s victory heartened Auténtico labor leaders, who perceived 
an opportunity to oust their Communist rivals from the CTC. 
Tensions between the two groups had previously come to the boil- 
ing point. In 1942, Mujal had forced an open split when the Com- 
munists won the majority of elective offices within the confedera- 
tion. The Auténticos’ withdrawal, however, proved short-lived 
when they realized that nonparticipation only cost them support 
among workers convinced of the need fbf labor unity against 
fascism. At that time, the government had backed the CTC and the 
Communists, but now an Auténtico government held power. When 
Mujal and his followers began moving against them, the Com- 
munists, led by Lázaro Peña, the CTC secretary-general since 
1940, threatened a general strike vote. Grau could ill afford to 
alienate the Communists, whose following amounted to 25 to 33 
percent of all unionized workers and who had their strongest base 
among sugar workers. To do so risked labor unrest that might give 
Batista the excuse to rouse the military against him. He therefore 
compromised under the guise of continuing the labor peace that 
prevailed during the war. An agreement at the CTC’s 1944 
congress gave Communists and Auténticos an equal number of 
posts on the Executive Committee, and independents held the 
balance. Peña also continued as secretary-general.** 

Internal tensions, however, continued. Matters finally came to a 
head at the confederation's 1947 congress. The Auténticos, joined 
by a substantial bloc of independent unions, charged the Com- 
munists with manipulating union elections in order to pack the 
meeting. Anti-Communist Labor Minister Carlos Prío Socarrás 
intervened by naming an “impartial” investigating committee. The 
Communists, refused to recognize the committee and held their own 
congress. The Auténticos and independents responded by with- 
holding dues and staging a rump congress. The CTC had split.*® 

Thése maneuvers did not take place in a vacuum. Grau now felt 
reasonably secure in office, and he had helped the Auténticos to 
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gain strength within the labor movement by using government 
agencies in their favor. More important, as the Cold War gathered 
momentum, the United States pressured Grau to eradicate Com- 
munist influence in all sectors of Cuban society. It therefore 
followed logically that Prio legalized the Auténtico—independent 
CTC over its Communist rival. In response, the latter called a 
general strike, but the government effectively crushed the action by 
arresting 115 labor leaders and encouraging employers to fire all 
participants. The bus companies alone, for example, dismissed over 
500 workers. This defeat signaled the end for the Communist- 
backed CTC. Mujal and the Auténticos now controlled the only 
existing confederation.* 

In 1948, Prio assumed the presidency. That event signaled yet 
greater pressures on Communist unions and party members within 
non-Communist organizations. Unions that failed to affiliate with 
the Auténtico-independent CTC could not sign legal collective 
contracts, thus opening the way for employers to impose their own 
conditions on the workers. Therefore, many unions, even those in 
which Communists held a majority, gradually drifted back into the 
official CTC in order to protect the rank and file. The Communist 
leadership thus placed the interests of the workers first, even if it 
meant loss of control within an organization. Still, despite these 
setbacks, they retained a considerable following, and their prin- 
cipled stand won them trust among workers. An estimate in 1950 
put Communist strength at a maximum of 10 percent of all unions, 
with perhaps 25 percent of union membership.** 

Gradually, the Auténticos forced the independents within the 
CTC on the defensive. In 1948, they elected Mujal secretary- 
general. From that time until the triumph of the Revolution, Mujal 
and his cronies occupied key confederation positions and collabo- 
rated with whatever government held power. As one observer said, 
“The present CTC (Auténtico) leaders draw their strength from 
the Government. They are the government's lobby with the labor 
movement, rather than the workers” representatives before the 
government.”** That posture, however, was to cost them dearly 
in the future. 
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The Revolutionary Struggle: The Second Batista 
Dictatorship, 1952-1958 


At the end of Prio’s term in 1952, Batista again seized power 
when it became apparent that he would not win the forthcoming 
elections. He ruled dictatorially for two years before carefully 
orchestrated elections inaugurated a “constitutional” term. His 
return threatened the Auténtico labor bosses with the loss of 
their preferred position in government circles. They immediately 
called a general strike to topple the new regime. When that move 
failed, the CTC quickly arrived at an accommodation with 
Batista. In return for continued government backing, Mujal and 
his associates agreed to see that labor maintained an apolitical 
stance. They justified their action by claiming that it represented 
the only way to preserve gains already made by the workers.** 

No longer in need of Communist support, and having learned 
the importance of taking cues from the U.S. Cold War policies, 
Batista continued the anti-Communist campaign begun by the 
Auténticos. One law, passed in 1954, prohibited Communists or 
those with Communist sympathies from working in public-service 
industries; another created a special government agency designed 
to ferret out Communists. Batista also outlawed the PSP and ruled 
that any person employed in private or public industry participating 
in an illegal strike could be fired with loss of all social security 
benefits. In turn, the CTC received favorable rulings or official 
blessings for its activities. For example, increased powers to inter- 
vene in member unions allowed the national leadership to hand- 
pick local officers. The government also usually sided with CTC 
affiliates when strikes sought only narrow economic goals.** 

Two groups of workers benefited from Batista’s “pro-labor” 
policies: a thin stratum centered in Havana and other large urban 
centers and the highly skilled sugar mill workers. These groups 
represented at most 22 percent of the total industrial labor force. 
In terms of Cuban society, they earned more and lived compara- 
tively better than most workers and therefore thought that they 
had a real stake in the cxisting system.‘ 

The vast majority of workers, however, remained outside the 
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privileged group, along with those on the margin of the economic 
mainstream. Half the total labor force, for example, earned a living 
as agricultural laborers, in small-scale industries, or in the service 
sector. This mass, by and large, enjoyed no union representation, 
little (if any) job security, and minimal legal protection. In 1945, 
over 52 percent of the agrarian labor force worked less than four 
months a year, a figure that varied only slightly thereafter. Ten 
years later, a survey concluded that almost one-third of the labor 
force remained permanently underemployed, meaning that by the 
late 1950s some 600,000 Cubans could not earn a satisfactory 
livelihood. 

Cuba boasted the third-highest per capita income in Latin 
America, but income distribution remained unequal. The average 
Cuban family in 1952-1953 spent over 55 percent of its income 
on food because of the high cost of foodstuffs, many of them 
imported because sugar cane occupied most of the arable land. In 
cities, rents took 33 percent of family income. Over half the 
population had no electricity; a third remained illiterate. Rural 
dwellers suffered disproportionately. Most houses in the country- 
side lacked running water and indoor sanitation facilities. Three 
of four rural children did not attend school. Those who could pay 
for it received reasonable health care. But 95 percent of rural 
children suffered from internal parasites, and tuberculosis was a 
major problem. Small farmers paid as much as 30 percent of their 
income for land, whereas 1.5 percent of the landowners controlled 
46 percent of the nation’s surface.*® 

Even inside the ranks of the CTC and organized labor, vast 
inequalities existed. As CTC boss and a national senator, Mujal’s 
income reportedly totaled over $280,000 annually.*7 The opulence 
displayed by Mujal and other corrupt leaders led workers to resent 
the forced collection of 1 percent of their salary (checkoff dues) 
decreed by Batista as part of his deal with CTC leaders. Such 
disparities aided the Communist Party to survive and maintain its 
strength within the movement. Although many of its most dedicated 
leaders had been killed during the repression of the late 1940s and 
early 1950s, it still remained the second-most-powerful tendency 
within the labor movement and the best-organized among the 
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anti-Mujalist forces. It stressed the vital necessity for working-class 
unity and the anti-imperialist nature of the struggle. It continuously 
strove to bring all sectors of the working class into a single revolu- 
tionary movement. Communists, unlike other groups inside the 
labor movement, placed special emphasis upon recruitment among 
oppressed minorities. For example, Blacks made up a significant 
proportion of, and held many key posts in, Communist-oriented 
unions. That policy helped to combat the racist attitudes that 
divided the working class.* By stressing anti-imperialism, Com- 
munists clearly identified a major source of the Cuban people’s 
oppression and placed their struggle in a Wider context by linking 
national developments to similar battles waged by oppressed 
peoples throughout the world. 

The Revolution against Batista, however, initially developed 
from an amalgam of non-Communist forces, mostly urban pro- 
fessionals and students. After the ill-fated attack on the Moncada 
military barracks in 1953, the 26th of July Movement (named 
for the date of the attack) had begun planning its struggle against 
the government and slowly building a clandestine network. It also 
forged links with the multitude of other revolutionary groups that 
existed inside and outside Cuba. Several long-range historical 
forces worked to the advantage of the 26th of July Movement. A 
small, white Hispanic elite monopolized key posts throughout 
Cuban society; many persons, especially students, found upward 
mobility blocked and turned to radical solutions. Left revolutionary 
politics also represented one of the few arenas in which minority 
groups received equal treatment. 

Since 1868, the people’s anti-imperialist consciousness had 
grown. The War of Independence and U.S. interventions under the 
hated Platt Amendment of 1902 further raised this consciousness. 
Batista’s close relations with the United States during his dictator- 
ship demonstrated the nature of Cuba’s dependent relationship with 
its northern neighbor. After 1898, U.S. investment grew rapidly, 
and North American companies dominated the sugar, banking, and 
public-utility sectors. Curtailed during the 1930s by the Great 
Depression, U.S. capital again poured into Cuba after World War 
II. By 1957, U.S. direct investment reached $850 million, and 
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indirect investment totaled another $211 million. Cuban workers 
waged some of their most bitter struggles against foreign com- 
panies such as American Sugar Refining, Bethlehem Steel, the 
Cuban Consolidated Railroads, Havana Electric Company (an 
American Light and Foreign Power subsidiary), Sinclair Oil, 
United Fruit, and Woolworths. These struggles further heightened’ 
anti-imperialist consciousness among the working class.*? 

The anti-Batista movement of the 1950s benefited from another 
historical phenomenon. Since 1868, when Cubans first rebelled 
against Spain, violent struggle had been a constant in Cuban 
history. Thus, violence earned a kind of legitimacy. The revolu- 
tionary movement did not have to overcome social opposition to 
armed struggle, and the use of assassination or bombs merely 
constituted another commonly used tactic. 

In December 1956, a new phase in the fight against Batista 
began with the opening of the first guerrilla action. From that time, 
rebel columns operated first in the Sierra Maestra and later in 
other areas despite Batista’s efforts to crush them. This type of 
warfare kept the fight limited at first, but slowly, the 26th of July 
Movement attracted widespread peasant support and enlarged the 
territory under its control. Many writers have highlighted the rural 
struggle, but urban developments proved just as important. The 
urban network helped support and supply the guerrillas in the 
hills and carried out its own actions. Nor did the movement’s 
leadership neglect the urban working class. Their first manifesto, 
issued in August 1955, called for the “reestablishment of all 
workers’ gains taken away by the dictatorship; the right of workers 
to broad participation in the profits of all large industrial, com- 
mercial, and mining enterprises, which should be paid in addition 
to salaries or wages at given intervals during the year.”°° 

The movement’s Program Manifesto dedicated an entire section 
to labor, chastising particularly “leaders who had submitted to 
official banditry,” and the Sierra Maestra Manifesto of July 1957 
called for the ‘democratization of labor politics, promoting free 
elements in all unions and industrial federations.” By 1957, an 
extensive urban revolutionary underground existed, organized and 
co-ordinated mainly by Frank Pais from Santiago. Groups from the 
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26th of July Movement, Catholics, Auténticos, students’ organiza- 
tions (principally the Directorio Revolucionario), and eventually, 
Communists all participated in this phase of the war.*! 

Despite the Mujalists’ promise of labor peace, working-class 
unrest marked the 1950s. In 1955, sugar workers defied the CTC 
and struck over the government’s slashing of year-end bonuses. 
Batista at first softened his stand, but the workers persisted. Now 
fearing a mass movement, he agreed to the workers’ demands, but 
later he reneged on his promises and moved forcefully against 
strikers. The CTC’s support for Batista in this conflict led dissi- 
dents to call a congress aimed at establishing an independent 
federation. The move failed, however, because of government 
repression, which the CTC applauded. In 1957, this time aided 
by guerrilla forces, sugar workers again called a short strike. The 
Mujalists denounced it as Marxist-led and urged workers not to 
join.°? 

Almost from the beginning, the 26th of July leadership accepted 
the premise that a revolutionary general strike supported by armed 
action could topple the regime. Marxist theory confirmed that 
position, and the revolutionaries saw its direct antecedent in the 
events of 1933. Accordingly, the movement prepared for such an 
action. In 1957, Pais brought together the Frente Obrero Nacional 
(FON) as a national co-ordinating body and clearinghouse for 
provincial and municipal organizations. These groups maintained 
maximum autonomy so that they could speak directly for the 
interests of local workers. Despite these efforts, however, the 
revolutionaries still lacked a mass following within the unions and 
few trained cadres existed. Their organization had dcveloped 
primarily outside the organized labor movement and had not yet 
time to build a base there. Batista’s police and the CTC constantly 
watched all persons suspected of opposing their rule, and the 
surveillance ‘hampered recruitment. Many of the older workers 
distrusted the young revolutionaries. Workcrs who received benefits 
through affiliation in CTC unions hesitated to risk them. In addi- 
tion, the Communists remained apart at this point, secing the 26th 
of July Movement as an “adventurist” effort. Finally, Batista still 
retained some support among workers who rcmembered that he 


Labor and Revalution: Bolivia and Cuba 237 


had brought them some improvements through legislation. Yet, 
even in 1957, Mujal admitted that opposition existed among a 
dozen of Cuba's most important unions. The problem for the 
revolutionaries remained how to effectively mobilize the 
discontent.53 

In August 1957, a spontaneous work stoppage following the 
assassination of País «almost totally paralyzed Santiago and other 
cities, although it gained little following in Havana. This unex- 
pected event confirmed the 26th of July Movement's belief that a 
general strike could succeed. The revolutionary organizations then 
prepared for a strike as part of an armed urban uprising and rural 
offensive during April 1958. Hasty preparations and the failure to 
build solid organizational bases within many important unions led 
some elements to pull out, and even the most dedicated revolu- 
tionaries expressed doubts on the chances for success. The leader- 
ship, nevertheless, decided to press ahead. 

The rebel radio and media openly announced the forthcoming 
strike. In reply, the labor bureaucrats denounced it and clearly 
stated their position: “People who treat labor well deserve well 
of labor, and President Batista has done more for labor than any 
other president Cuba ever had.”9* A lack of co-ordination among 
underground elements and labor, violent government reaction, and 
an unwillingness on the part of many workers to participate allowed 
Batista to crush the movement almost before it started, but in 
scattered areas workers closed down factories and even occupied 
whole towns. The strike's failure and the decimation of urban 
cadre led to a change in tactics. The movement abandoned the 
idea of an immediate general strike and concentrated on rural 
warfare.°° 

As the spring advanced and the guerrillas began to make sub- 
stantial headway, Batista girded for an all-out offensive against 
them. At that point, developments within the labor movement 
began to favor the revolutionaries. Batista had declared a state of 
national emergency, suspending all constitutional guarantees. In 
the face of continuing urban attacks and guerrilla gains in the 
countryside, Batista now unleashed indiscriminate terror against 
all unfriendly forces. For the first time, this included the Com- 
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munists, because, he claimed, the movement against him was a 
“Moscow-oriented plot.” This development and the conviction 
that the 26th of July forces could win led increasing numbers of 
Communists to support the Revolution. In late spring, the 26th 
of July forces and the PSP signed a unity pact, and the PSP swung 
its labor support behind the Revolution. Cells grew in almost all 
unions, and the urban support network expanded noticeably. In 
zones under guerrilla control, organizers extended contacts with 
workers. In the sugar mills, PSP and FON co-ordinators moved to 
oust Mujalist influence and to form a separate organization. In 
November, 500 delegates met to co-ordinate activities, and the 
next month a congress pledged support for the Revolution. Sugar 
workers also responded to the call to burn cane in order to weaken 
Batista’s economic position. 

Several national labor caucuses met during the latter half of 
1958, working toward greater unity among the diverse anti-Batista 
forces. In October the FON expanded to incorporate new elements, 
becoming the United National Workers’ Front, headed by the 26th 
of July labor leader David Salvador. As 1958 drew to a close, a 
new set of unions emerged whose sympathies lay with the goals 
set by the 26th of July Movement. When the Revolution triumphed, 
on January 1, 1959, Mujal and his accomplices quickly followed 
Batista into exile, leaving the task of restructuring the labor 
movement to these newly formed organizations.** 


The Early Revolutionary Period, 1959-1961 


The Revolution faced a host of problems. The anti-Batista forces 
did not form a coherent movement with an organized mass base; 
rather, they were divergent elements, each fighting for its own 
program. Large segments of the population, although against 
Batista and the status quo, stayed outside the revolutionary process, 
as did vast numbers who took neither side. A massive task of 
political education loomed. Furthermore, bourgeois institutions 
needed fundamental restructuring before a transition to socialism 
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could proceed, and existing traditional political groups represented 
a threat to the Revolution’s stability. 

Much also hinged on the United States, only ninety miles away. 
During Batista’s last days, the U.S. State Department, although 
outwardly neutral, began maneuvering to bring to power those 
favorable to U.S. interests and to prevent Fidel Castro from lead-. 
ing the Revolution. Within two years after this failed, the United 
States had moved firmly against the Revolution, breaking diplo- 
matic relations with Cuba, instituting an economic blockade, and 
supporting an invasion by exiles at the Bay of Pigs. Yet, the 
Revolution maintained and consolidated power inside key institu- 
tions, including labor; armed the people to defend their gains; and 
secured much-needed support from the European Socialist bloc 
and numerous Third World countries. 

The Revolution immediately concerned itself with organized 
labor as the largest mass institution. The 26th of July forces 
took over the CTC and ousted the Mujalists. Laws 21 and 22 of 
January 1959 dealt directly with labor; the former abolished the 
despised 1 percent obligatory contribution, and the latter suspended 
all union officials holding office on December 31 and named pro- 
visional committees to head the CTC and its affiliates until elections 
could be called. The CTC committee incorporated several ideo- 
logical tendencies, including two Catholic leaders, and desig- 
nated David Salvador as interim secretary-general. Subsequent 
laws protected agricultural workers who supported the Revolution 
from reprisals by owners, prohibited companies from dismissing 
workers for economic reasons, and raised minimum salaries and 
wages. Two additional acts vested the Labor Ministry with the 
power to intervene in unions and authorized it to solve labor 
disputes and fix salary levels.’ 

After elections, in which the 26th of July slates won control over 
twenty-nine out of thirty-three federations, the CTC congress met 
in November 1959. Although the delegates agreed to expel the top 
Mujalists, divisions arose between those committed to socialism 
and those who wished to maintain previous structures. Many 26th 
of July labor people favored the latter course, and they united 
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with second-level Mujalist officials and the few remaining 
Auténticos to exclude Communists from important positions. An 
intense debate followed, marked by the intervention of numerous 
Revolutionary leaders. Finally, a compromise emerged giving 
leadership posts to those who were pro-Revolutionary but neither 
Communists nor anti-Communists.*8 

New laws consolidated and unified the growing labor structure, 
enabling the Ministry of Labor to work more closely with unions. 
Law 969 and subsequent acts formally vested the ministry with 
powers of intervention in disputes and increased its input into the 
rapidly expanding social security system. The constitutional reform 
of 1960 reaffirmed these measures. 

Political tensions within the labor movement, however, per- 
sisted. Some labor leaders still saw themselves as part of a separate 
pressure group inside Cuban society. In 1959, Salvador called for 
a blanket 20 percent wage increase. That same year, sugar workers 
threatened to strike for higher wages. This move could have 
disrupted the nation’s fragile economy. Fidel Castro personally 
requested that sugar workers not strike, saying that Cuban society 
was no longer composed of capitalists and workers divided into 
antagonistic blocs and that the economy now produced for the 
benefit of all the people. His plea proved successful, and workers 
called off the strike. Gradually, pro-socialist forces gained ground, 
particularly at the grass roots level. As a result, local union elec- 
tions constantly replaced former leaders with Communists or 
26th of July people who had union experience and who enjoyed 
the trust of fellow workers from previous struggles.®° 

The Revolutionary government continued to encourage unioniza- 
tion. Union membership soon passed 1 million, and the CTC 
housed 1,542 unions, representing approximately 60 percent of 
the total labor force.*” This influx of new unions broadened and 
democratized the labor movement by eroding the power of elite 
unions that remained bastions of more traditional elements within 
the labor movement through 1960 and 1961. Centralization also 
continyed. Local unions in each branch of economic activity 
formed the basis for national federations. These federations, 
reduced to twenty-five in number, united member organizations of 
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the CTC, now called CTC—Revolucionario. Local unions also 
organized on a geographic basis. All entities in a particular ad- 
ministrative district or province met in regional conferences and 
maintained regional co-ordinating offices. This structure allowed 
unions to deal with problems on two levels: At confederation 
meetings, they discussed national matters; at provincial gatherings, 
they treated local subjects.*! 

The government also initiated measures to improve the lives of 
the working class. Official programs virtually eliminated unemploy- 
ment by encouraging people to enter the work force and by creating 
500,000 jobs. Other acts expanded social security benefits, im- 
proved working conditions, and made a host of free social services 
available, including day care, education, recreational facilities, and 
health care. The Revolutionary leadership began a massive housing 
program and reduced rents to a maximum of 10 percent of a 
worker's salary.* Such accomplishments, in conjunction with the 
rise in real salaries and reductions of prices of basic goods, con- 
cretely demonstrated to increasing numbers of rank-and-file 
workers the desirability of building socialism. 

Growing worker support for the Revolution manifested itself 
in several ways. Outside Cuba, Mujal and his followers set up the 
CTC-in-Exile, which joined with other exile groups to conspire 
against the Revolution. The Cuban Democratic Revolutionary 
Labor Front formed the trade-union sector of the Cuban Liberation 
Committee, which was dedicated to the overthrow of the Cuban 
government. Working closely with U.S. agencies, an unknown 
number of its members infiltrated Cuba just before the Bay of Pigs 
invasion in order to lead a massive workers’ uprising against the 
Revolution. It failed to materialize, and their plans proved as un- 
successful as the U.S.-supported exiles’ invasion. In fact, large 
numbers of workers rallied to defend their Revolution. Armed 
worker militias formed in response to the call for mobilization 
against the invasion, and in factories and fields throughout the 
island, workers stood guard against sabotage.* 

The CTC’s Eleventh Congress, in November 1961, reflected the 
changes that had taken place within the working class and within 
Cuban society. Workers elected their own representatives to the 
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gathering. Two million persons—95 percent of those eligible— 
cast secret ballots in these elections, which returned an overwhelm- 
ing pro-socialist majority. By this time, almost all those dissenting 
from the Revolutionary mainstream had either left the country or 
ceased to take part in union politics because they could not get 
support from fellow workers. The CTC, however, did not confine 
itself to mere rhetoric about the transformation of Cuban society; 
it actively participated in the process. It first formally renounced 
the right to strike, recognizing that strikes are self-destructive in a 
society in which all members share equally as producers and con- 
sumers. Furthermore, since appropriate mechanisms existed to 
deal with workers’ grievances at the factory, local, provincial, and 
national levels, problems arising either from national production 
decisions or from daily work situations could be peacefully solved. 

The CTC congress also recognized that increased production 
constituted the central problem facing the Revolution in its struggle 
against underdevelopment and imperialism. It therefore decided 
that workers should continue to donate 4 percent of their salaries 
to the state (a decision originally taken in 1960) in order to speed 
the process of industrialization and to raise productivity. Labor 
also increased its role in national planning, and consejos técnicos 
(technical councils) ensured workers a greater voice in decisions 
at the plant level, including production norms.** 

Thus, by the end of 1961, organized labor had become inte- 
grated into the Revolutionary process. From that time, workers 
increasingly made basic decisions affecting their lives and played 
a growing role in deciding the future course of Cuba's transition 
to socialism.® 


CONCLUSION 


What conclusions can be drawn about labor and revolution? In 
other words, why did the Cuban Revolution triumph and the 
Bolivian Revolution fail? Several variables in the Cuban experience 
stand out. Urban and rural workers shared a tradition of militant 
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labor struggle reaching back more than twenty-five years; the 
individual and collective experience gained after 1925 prepared 
the working class for the 1950s.® In Bolivia, only a relatively small 
group, the miners, had accrued similar experience. In situations 
where such a tradition is lacking, organizing may consume vital 
energies and leave the movement temporarily vulnerable to hostile 
forces. Similarly, the failure to mobilize in all sectors can isolate 
vanguard groups and prevent them from pressing their demands. 

The two cases also demonstrate the importance of neutralizing 
reactionary institutions. The Cuban revolutionaries broadened 
their base as far and as fast as possible. They checkmated bourgeois 
power groups by arming peasants, students, and workers and by 
placing loyal officers in key army posts. They thus turned the 
Revolution into a popular mass movement, a process that deep- 
ened rapidly as the working class reaped concrete advantages and 
gained more voice in decisions affecting its daily life and future. 
Pockets of resistance formed among elite groups of workers, who, 
along with other privileged sectors of Cuban society, had to sur- 
render their favored position. The leadership, however, never 
allowed those elements to gain the upper hand. Within the ranks 
of labor, free elections and the formation of new unions soon 
ousted or isolated those wishing to preserve the old system. 

In Bolivia, different patterns emerged. The revolutionary ele- 
ments within the MNR never held a majority position, nor did they 
press their advantage in 1952 when they held real power through 
a practical monopoly on armed force. Instead, they allowed re- 
formists to take the initiative in organizing peasants and other 
workers and stood by while the armed forces regrouped and 
rearmed. The failure to push forward revolutionary changes also 
allowed the MNR to co-opt some segments of the labor movement 
and eventually to repress militancy. 

External forces played a vital role in Cuba and Bolivia. Foreign 
ownership and control of national resources, finances, and external 
markets and foreign intervention after each revolution proved to 
be key factors. Foreign preserce aided in mobilizing workers 
against conservative regimes, but foreign countermeasures quickly 
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followed. The 26th of July Movement saw clearly that only a total 
break with the United States could make Cuba an independent 
and sovereign state. It understood the consequences of such a 
break: U.S. hostility and isolation from capitalist markets, tech- 
nology, and financing. On the other hand, the leadership also knew 
that only a socialist society could create true equality among all 
sectors of Cuban society. Therefore, it willingly accepted the costs 
of breaking free from the United States and world capitalism. In 
Bolivia, the mainstream of the Revolution wished only to modify 
existing conditions. It believed that national capitalist development 
could solve the country’s problems. As a result, it combated anti- 
capitalist forces and maintained links with the United States and 
world capitalism. The United States moved against both countries. 
In Bolivia, 1t undermined the MNR by using economic pressures, 
forcing it first to the center, then to the right, and finally destroying 
it by supporting conservative military men after 1964. In Cuba, 
the United States hoped at first to pre-empt the Revolution; it 
then tried economic sanctions and finally resorted to military force. 
These measures, however, failed, partly because friendly outside 
powers materially supported the Revolution. The Cuban experience 
suggests that any revolutionary movement within the capitalist 
world must prepare to defend itself by armed force against internal 
and external aggression. Events in Chile between 1970 and 1973 
support this conclusion. It also underscores the importance of aid 
between socialist countries and the necessity for all socialists to 
practice international proletarian solidarity.* 

Finally, events in Cuba and in Bolivia indicate that all sectors 
of the working class and peasantry must participate actively in a 
revolutionary movement. Unions or organized labor need a wider 
framework within which to operate. Some central body must co- 
ordinate working-class actions with those of the rest of society. In 
Bolivia, the unions stood almost alone and eventually lost the 
Revolution they tried to make. In Cuba, the 26th of July Move- 
ment functioned as a vanguard revolutionary party by bringing all 
groups together at the national level both during and after the 
Revolution's coming to power. 
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THE IMPERIALIST THRUST 


A host of external economic and political factors have affected 
Latin American labor movements. One of these is a continued 
interest by U.S. labor leaders flowing from their past and present 
co-operation with U.S. foreign policy. Almost from its founding, 
big labor, represented by the American Federation of Labor 
(AFL) and then the AFL-CIO (the two merged in 1955), 
collaborated with the U.S. government and the ruling class. Briefly, 
its leadership has worked under the assumption that capitalism is 
the best socioeconomic system. It sees labor as just another pres- 
sure group that should seek to reform the system in its favor. 
Unions exist primarily to acquire economic benefits for members 
through collective bargaining whenever possible, using other tactics 
only when this recourse fails. A constantly rising material standard 
for affiliated workers constitutes labor’s long-range goal. That 
standard, in turn, depends upon the strength of the system; thus 
labor has reason to support the system. Furthermore, big labor 
has limited its organizing activities, particularly after unioniz- 
ing the major industrial sectors. It realizes that capitalists concede 
benefits to these elite workers only if exploitation rates remain high 
among the working class as a whole. The terms bread-and-butter 
and business unionism used to describe AFL and AFL-CIO 
politics derive from the emphasis on purely economic goals and 
from the collaboration with business in maintaining the system at 
home and overseas. 

AFL-CIO foreign policy has flowed from its domestic positions. 
It combats anticapitalist ideologies and aids and encourages pro- 
capitalist unions, It attempts to influence existing organizations and 
to form new ones in the image of U.S.-style unionism. Where 
interests overlap, it works with U.S. corporations. Divisions be- 
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tween business and the labor bureaucracy in foreign policy, as in 
internal affairs, stem from tactical questions, not from basic 
philosophical antagonisms. Labor obtains several advantages from 
its alliance with business and government: The greater U.S, 
economic power is abroad, the less likelihood there is that oppos- 
ing ideologies will make headway. The wider capitalism’s sphere 
of influence, the larger the market for U.S. goods; the vaster the 
pool of available natural resources and the higher the profits of 
U.S. companies, the stronger the system at home. Foreign invest- 
ment generates profits that help to maintain U.S. union salaries 
and fringe benefits; also, in conjunction with pliant foreign unions, 
it assures supplies of strategic materials needed by the national 
economy. Finally, labor hopes that unionization abroad will deter 
companies from moving plants overseas, which costs a loss of 
jobs at home. 

U.S. labor's impact abroad must be studied within the larger 
context of U.S. imperialism. As part of the U.S. foreign policy 
team, labor's role in Latin America (as elsewhere) is highly 
political. It operates on several levels. It openly uses financial and 
cultural means to influence Latin American workers. It also 
participates in less visible activities such as intelligence gathering 
and often is used to disguise official U.S. involvement. In short, 
U.S. labor's foreign policy credo is: What is good for the U.S. 
government abroad (and therefore for U.S. capitalism) is almost 
always good for U.S. labor, and therefore for labor everywhere. 

Viewed from the other side, the problem takes on a different 
complexion. U.S. labor activity aids in the continued exploitation 
of Latin American workers and natural resources. As a procapitalist 
agency, it supports the status quo. At best, it helps a few workers 
gain greater material rewards, but only at the expense of others. 
It also undermines the ability of workers freely to determine their 
own lives. Furthermore, U.S. labor support of imperialism helps 
drain Latin America of millions of dollars annually, taking away 
vital capital and resources needed to provide basic services. 

Despite some successes, particularly in countries where the 
labor movement had not developed before World War II, significant 
failures have also marked U.S. labor's efforts. Substantial numbers 
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of workers remain outside the reach of U.S. labor, which concen- 
trates on controlling workers in modernized sectors. These un- 
organized masses flow into the mainstream of national life in an 
ever growing wave. But even among highly skilled workers, the 
AFL-CIO sales pitch has not always worked. In Chile, for 
example, workers overwhelmingly backed a Marxist government 
after 1970. In Argentina, workers have continued to support 
Peronism and have taken increasingly anti-imperialist stands. 

As used here, the term labor's foreign policy refers only to 
policy as formulated by the big-labor bureaucrats who control most 
unions. Rank-and-file workers have not always supported them. 
Opposition to their domestic and foreign positions has shown itself 
from the time the AFL first formed and continues today. 


U.S. AND LATIN AMERICAN LABOR: THE YEARS TO 1945 


Socialists and anarchists both attempted to form regional 
organizations early in this century, but the Pan-American Federa- 
tion of Labor (PAFL) emerged in 1918 as the first full-fledged 
continental grouping. Samuel Gompers, head of the AFL, had 
pushed for a joint Mexican-American labor conference and for a 
hemispheric organization. His efforts bore fruit when delegates 
from the United States, Mexico, and four Caribbean nations 
created the PAFL. The founding congress hailed the event as a 
labor supplement to the Monroe Doctrine, clearly indicating the 
AFL view that U.S. labor would dominate the organization. 
PAFL’s two leading affiliates, the AFL and the Mexican CROM, 
both hoped to profit from the body. The Mexicans voiced concern 
over the treatment U.S. unions showed their countrymen in the 
United States by either denying them admission or treating them 
as second-class citizens. They also urged the AFL to press to free 
workers, especially Mexican nationals, from U.S. jails. Widespread 
racism, particularly in the Southwest, where most Mexicans and 
Mexican-Americans worked, prevented the AFL from satisfying 
the first request because it lacked power of enforcement over its 
locals. The second point also proved thorny because Gompers had 
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personally encouraged the jailing of radical organizers. For its part, 
the AFL worried about companies using Mexican strikebreakers, 
but this concern evoked no response from CROM.* 

The increasing concentration of domestic industry and its 
expansion overseas also preoccupied the AFL. It needed strength 
to counter growing corporate power and to discourage business 
from moving abroad to capitalize on cheap labor. Support of, and 
influence over, a hemispheric labor confederation could bolster 
AFL influence in national affairs and assure it a voice in foreign 
policy. The AFL’s ability to work together with CROM, a pres- 
sure group in Mexico, could make the U.S. government less willing 
to alienate the AFL. Cooperation with Latin American labor also 
might avoid criticism that the AFL did not support internationalist 
goals. In addition, friendly relations with CROM buttressed pro- 
establishment labor forces in Mexico and helped contain militant 
groups competing with CROM. This process, involving ever closer 
collaboration with the government and the ruling class, paved the 
way for increased U.S. investment by helping mold a labor move- 
ment that operated within a capitalist framework. 

The PAFL held two congresses, one in 1919 and a second in 
1924. Neither managed to do more than pass resolutions of mutual 
support for the labor movements in the less than a dozen nations 
that had sent delegations. The demand for representation at the 
Second Pan-American Financial Congress helped Gompers win a 
seat at the gathering, but he accomplished little there. Gompers’s 
death in 1924 and CROM’s fall from favor five years later doomed 
the PAFL. Projected congresses for 1929 and 1931 never convened, 
and a final attempt to resurrect the organization in 1938 failed. 
Several factors prevented the PAFL from becoming a viable entity. 
Those important Latin American labor organizations that could 
have lent support espoused far more radical philosophies than 
either the AFL or CROM. Many of the groups that joined PAFL 
represented only small, weak, and often precarious organizations. 
Finally, the AFL’s desire to extend its influence and impose U.S. 
unionism impeded greater co-ordination.* 

Two short-lived organizations formed in 1929, the anarchist 
Asociación Continental Americana de Trabajadores and the Com- 
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munist Confederación Sindical Latinoamericana. The latter 
developed an anti-imperialist program with special emphasis on 
organizing both industrial and rural proletariats and claimed 
600,000 members from fourteen countries. It also specifically con- 
demned the PAFL as a U.S. imperialist organization.* In 1938, 
yet another regional confederation formed, the Confederación de 
Trabajadores de América Latina (CTAL). It grew rapidly under 
the guidance of the Mexican leader Vicente Lombardo Toledano. 
By 1944, it boasted 3.3 million members in sixteen nations, a con- 
siderable achievement in view of labor's weakness in most Latin 
American countries. 

Unlike the PAFL, this organization excluded U.S. participation, 
although it maintained links with the Congress of Industrial 
Organizations (CIO), the AFL’s more progressive rival. The 
exclusion rested on CTAL’s position that Latin American workers 
must resolve their own problems and that imperialism prevented 
continental self-determination. CTAL endorsed class struggle and 
proletarian internationalism and called on workers to strive for 
common economic goals and to create democratic and socialist 
institutions. When war threatened, CTAL modified its immediate 
demands, urging workers to form an antifascist bloc. 

CTAL incorporated various ideologies, but Communist organiza- 
tions predominated. It held congresses and sponsored regional 
conferences, convening meetings for petroleum, agricultural and 
forest, and transport workers. The organization lost impetus after 
1945 under capitalism’s Cold War counteroffensive. Gradually, 
repressive domestic anti-Communist regimes either forced most of 
its affiliates underground or severely crippled them through restric- 
tive legislation. By the late 1950s, the organization existed mostly 
on paper, and it officially disbanded in 1962.5 


THE COLD WAR AND IMPERIALISM: AGENCIES AND ORGANIZATIONS 


The onset of war reawakened interest in Latin America on the 
part of U.S. labor and government. In 1941, Nelson Rockefeller, 
co-ordinator for inter-American affairs heading the Office of Inter- 


256 ORGANIZED LABOR IN LATIN AMERICA 


American Affairs in the State Department, arranged to have the 
AFL and CIO sponsor and partially fund tours for Latin American 
labor leaders. The Bureau of Labor Statistics undertook a series 
of studies on Latin America, and several publications aimed at 
the area rolled off government presses. In 1943, the first labor 
attachés arrived in U.S. embassies; four years later, the Labor 
Department established a permanent international labor office 
that included Latin America under its jurisdiction. 

The AFL, hoping to confront CTAL and establish a dominant 
position in inter-American labor affairs, proposed a regional entity; 
but the U.S. government frowned on the pláñ, fearing that it might 
inhibit co-operation with the CTAL’s antifascist front, In 1945, 
however, the AFL again called for the formation of a hemispheric 
labor body, this time with government approval. Two years later, 
it enlisted a former OSS operative, Serafino Romualdi, as full-time 
“labor ambassador” to Latin America, a post he occupied until 
1965. Romualdi embarked on a continental tour in 1946-1947, 
marshaling support for the proposed regional confederation. In 
1948, a congress met and founded the Confederación Inter- 
Americana de Trabajadores (CIT) as a rival to the CTAL and to 
Argentina’s Peronist CGT, which the AFL considered fascist. 
Two years later, CIT became the Organización Regional Inter- 
Americana de Trabajadores (ORIT).* 

Fathered by the AFL, ORIT adopted similar ideological posi- 
tions, although not without some internal dissension. The organiza- 
tion’s prime goal is to fight Communism and to promote “demo- 
cratic trade unionism.” It preaches reform within the capitalist 
system, denying the existence of class antagonisms. Instead, it 
sees Latin American labor as just another interest group, com- 
parable to the military, the church, or large landowners. As such, 
labor needs strengthening in order to compete with the others on 
equal terms. ORIT points to the United States as an example of the 
rewards that the system can give the working class and organized 
labor. Labor’s goals, aside from fighting Communism, are full 
employment for members and ever increasing economic benefits. 
It never examines whether workers can actually achieve equality 
under capitalism. It also dodges the issue of U.S. imperialism. It 
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argues pragmatically that Latin America must accept the fact that 
the United States will play a major role on the continent because 
of its geographic proximity and advanced stage of economic 
development.’ 

ORIT supports only what it calls democratic unions, even if 
these depend upon political parties or are government-controlled. 
It maintains, however, that unions should be nonpolitical, that it 
endorses no political ideology, and that it does not take part in 
political acts. Yet, it works closely, for example, with the U.S. 
State Department. The U.S. embassy in Mexico printed an ORIT 
publication, and the U.S. Information Agency produced a docu- 
mentary film praising ORIT. In addition, it took such “non- 
political” stands as supporting the Bay of Pigs invasion of Cuba, 
the ouster of Goulart in 1964, and the 1965 U.S. intervention in the 
Dominican Republic. It also worked closely with the Mujalists in 
the Cuban CTC before the Revolution and has continued to work 
with the CTC-in-Exile in its activities against the Cuban govern- 
ment. On the other hand, it has not denounced the current 
Brazilian and Chilean governments despite the fact that they have 
severely curtailed all trade-union freedoms. ORIT’s criteria for 
approval or censure solely depend upon a particular government’s 
relationship with the United States. 

ORIT’s size is hard to estimate. Optimistic observers claim that 
the organization includes some fifty to fifty-five national labor 
organizations and approximately 28 to 30 million members. Effec- 
tive membership, of course, is much lower because Latin American 
labor groups grossly overestimate their size. ORIT receives funds 
from a number of known sources and probably from several 
unknown as well. The AFL-CIO provides over 50 percent of its 
monies, but it also gets funds from U.S. government agencies and 
international labor organizations.” 

ORIT engages in varied activities apart from its regular con- 
gresses, at which delegates gather to discuss anti-Communist 
strategies and general objectives. Education of trade-unionists 
constitutes one activity. In 1951, it began sponsoring candidates 
for the trade-union leaders’ school at the University of Puerto 
Rico, a project it continued until the U.S. government took over 
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several years later. In 1962, it opened a special trade-union insti- 
tute in Cuernavaca, Mexico, on land donated by the state governor 
and declared tax-free. There ORIT runs regular courses, like those 
for peasant leaders and women trade-unionists, and seminars such 
as the one on peasants and ideology held in 1971. ORIT also 
co-operates with several U.S. government agencies. For example, 
it set up a special Department of Economic and Social Affairs to 
co-ordinate with the Alliance for Progress. In addition, it sponsors 
periodic inter-American conferences such as its 1967 seminar on 
campesinos or a labor education seminar for seventy Latin Ameri- 
can labor experts held in conjunction with UNESCO in 1966.*% 

ORIT is a regional organization, but extraregional entities, such 
as the International Trade Secretariats (ITS), also play a role in 
Latin America. These are world groupings of national industrial 
unions in a particular industry or related group of industries. 
During the 1950s, many of these established Latin American 
offices. In Peru, no less than five opened branches before 1960. 
Most ITS rely heavily on U.S. affiliates for funding, but several 
receive substantial financing from private foundations, The State, 
County, and Municipal Employees’ ITS, the Public Services Inter- 
national, and the International Federation of Journalists, for 
example, got grants from the Gotham and Granery Funds, respec- 
tively, both proven CIA conduits. The ITS hold Latin American 
regional congresses, sponsor educational courses, and provide 
support for local members. 

A variety of U.S. agencies also maintain considerable interest 
in labor matters. The Alliance for Progress provides, among other 
things, financial assistance. Its first labor loan, for example, con- 
sisted of a $400,000 grant to a Honduran union for housing, which 
one source characterized as an outright “reward for anti-Com- 
munist zeal to a company controlled union.” Universities 
contribute, too. Cornell University, for example, has co-operated 
through its School of Industrial and Labor Relations by training 
Latin American labor leaders and, under a USAID contract, set 
up the Department of Labor Relations at the then-conservative 
University of Chile.*? 
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The AFL-CIO, however, is the most important architect of 
U.S. labor foreign policy. Recently, it spent some 23 percent of 
its budget on international affairs each year. It is the largest con- 
tributor to ORIT and pumps as much as $2 million annually into 
a special projects fund to complement the $1 million flowing into 
its international activities accounts. How this money actually gets 
spent is known only to the AFL-CIO top brass.** 

Until recently, the AFL—CIO’s most important creation has been 
the American Institute for Free Labor Development (AIFLD).** 
Inaugurated in 1962 by and under the policy direction of the 
AFL-CIO, this organization was formed “primarily in response to 
the threat of Castroite infiltration and eventual control of major 
labor movements within Latin America.” It is dedicated to 
“strengthening the democratic labor sector in terms of institution 
building . . . in terms of technical assistance and social projects 
. . . primarily in the areas of education and training, manpower 
studies, cooperatives, and housing.”** Clearly, AIFLD’s central 
functions are to combat noncapitalist influences within the ranks 
of Latin American labor (it also opposes the Confederación 
Latino-Americana de Trabajadores [CLAT], formerly the Con- 
federación Latino-americana de Sindicatos Cristianos [CLASC], 
of Christian Democratic origin) and to strengthen U.S. labor's 
influence and the U.S. business image in order to develop pro- 
capitalist, reformist unions while maintaining Latin America as 
a field for investment. 

Business, government, and labor provide AIFLD’s main re- 
sources, and they share common goals. As George Meany, chief 
of the AFL-CIO, said, “We believe in the capitalist system and 
we are members of the capitalist society. We are dedicated to the 
preservation of this system, which rewards the workers.”1% This 
sentiment is totally consonant with the words of AIFLD’s ex- 
president and current chairman of the board, J. Peter Grace (head 
of W. R. Grace, a company with extensive interests in Latin 
America), that AIFLD must “work toward a common goal in 
Latin America, namely supporting the democratic form of gov- 
ernment, the capitalistic system and general well-being of the 
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individual.” AIFLD, he continued, “is an outstanding example of 
a national consensus effectively at work for the national interest 
of the United States and for the best interests of the people of 
Latin America.”*” Just how this works we shall see later. 

The U.S. government has provided the bulk of AIFLD’s support. 
Between 1962 and 1967, 89 percent of its funds derived from 
USAID; labor contributed 6 percent; and business, represented 
by grants from over seventy corporations, only 5 percent. This 
means that almost $16 million of government money flowed into 
AIFLD. Government funding has increased steadily, from 64 
percent in 1962 to 92 percent in 1967; by 1971, AIFLD ranked 
as the fifteenth largest recipient of USAID contracts, with a total 
of $7.6 million. At times, AIFLD garners support from other 
sources. Between 1961 and 1963, one writer claims that it received 
nearly $1 million from CIA conduits.1® Heavy government funding 
strengthens AIFLD’s position and means that fewer funds are 
potentially available to other organizations in the labor field, giving 
it a practical monopoly in areas such as workers’ housing. 

Big business, private institutions, and labor are amply repre- 
sented within AIFLD’s governing body. Aside from Grace and 
Meany, executives from Anaconda Copper, Gulf Oil International, 
Johnson and Johnson International, Merck, Owens-Illinois, and 
Pan American Airways, and members of the Institute of Inter- 
national Education and the Fund for International Social and 
Economic Education, both donees of CIA fronts, hold or have 
held AIFLD positions.?® 

Within its overall plan, AIFLD has two central functions. First, 
it trains labor leaders, based on the belief that the practice of 
Latin American unions of forming political ties is undesirable. 
Training takes place on both regional and local levels. Local 
seminars lasting one week to three months instruct those attending 
in history and international activities of the labor movement, 
organization, structure, finances, collective bargaining, labor legis- 
lation, and democracy versus totalitarianism. ““The aim of these 
local seminars, as well as more advanced AIFLD courses, is to 
give basic trade union education to union members, develop leader- 
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ship skills, and teach methods of strengthening their unions against 
totalitarian infiltration and tactics.’”?° Selected students move to 
regional and national classes, and a few ultimately go to the head- 
quarters at Front Royal, Virginia. AIFLD’s Centro de Estudios 
Laborales del Pert, for example, spent about $200,000 annually. 
Opened in Lima during 1962-1963, the center also ran a branch 
in Arequipa, giving night courses, short seminars in various 
provinces, and longer residential programs for the best students 
from the seminars. In all, 11,800 Peruvians have received AIFLD 
training, including almost all important labor leaders of the Con- 
federación de Trabajadores del Perú, the country’s largest labor 
confederation and an exponent of AIFLD-style unionism.** 

AIFLD’s 1975 Annual Progress Report states that 259,876 
persons have taken one of its courses. The Front Royal Center has 
graduated almost 2,000 individuals to date. The composition of 
the 1972 trainees shows that school’s breadth. Of 140 persons 
receiving degrees (110 men and 30 women), 80 came from 
Spanish-speaking countries, 20 from Brazil, and another 40 from 
English-speaking areas.2? AIFLD sponsors courses in labor eco- 
nomics. This program, first run by Loyola University in New 
Orleans and then by Georgetown University in Washington, D.C., 
now works out of Mount Vernon College in the nation’s capital 
and has graduated 145 people. The institute also underwrites 
periodic hemispheric educational gatherings such as its VII Inter- 
American Labor Economics Course of the University of Miami 
Seminar on the Caribbean, hosted by the Center for Advanced 
International Studies there. On a regional basis, the Central 
American Institute for Trade Union Studies, founded in 1963, 
organizes regular programs for regional labor leaders. Lastly, 
AIFLD publishes books and pamphlets; recent releases consisted 
of a primer on democracy and a history of the world trade-union 
movement in Spanish.?? 

AIFLD’s second major function involves numerous specific 
projects. These include education for technical assistance in the 
field of social service activities; literacy, vocational, and health and 
sanitation training (all of which include the inevitable democracy 
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versus totalitarianism lectures); so-called Impact Projects, which 
encompass donations of items such as sewing machines to poorer 
unions; and just plain union-to-union assistance programs, which 
may involve a simple gift of office equipment or assistance in a 
major undertaking. 

In Peru, for example, the AIFLD Social Projects Division helps 
local organizations apply for loans and assists in steering them 
through appropriate bureaucracies. The Impact Projects Fund and 
the Co-Operative Advisory Service lend money to consumer co- 
operatives and credit unions and to worker-run businesses. At 
least four such projects (a printing firm, a bus line, a sewing CO- 
operative, and a textile factory) have been funded. This type of 
endeavor is based on the same logic as the type of land reform 
that distributes small plots to peasants. Workers gain a stake in 
the system through property ownership and, in theory at least, 
become its defenders. In underdeveloped areas, where capital 
for industrial ventures is scarce, it builds small industry, which 
does not compete with larger national or international companies 
but in fact often complements them as feeders. It also ties workers 
to AIFLD or some other U.S. agency financially. AIFLD also 
instructs labor people in organizing social projects in their 
communities, Citing the Peruvian case again, community efforts 
in the mushrooming shantytowns (barriadas), a potential hotbed 
of discontent, receive financial aid through AIFLD-educated resi- 
dents. That aid serves a dual function: It familiarizes participants 
with capitalism’s way through immediate pay-off, and it counters 
efforts by members of militant groups to rally support among 
the poor and marginal groups.** 

Housing is another major AIFLD area. Projects exist in over 
a dozen Latin American countries, and AIFLD has spent over 
$77 million on 18,048 units. Housing funds almost invariably are 
awarded to staunchly anti-Communist unions facing competition 
from progressive rivals. In theory, the housing provides individual 
unions with both an incentive to offer to recruits and a reward to 
give tó faithful members. In actuality, cost factors mean that only 
middle-level bureaucrats can afford individual units. Nor have 
plans made in Washington gone according to schedule. In several 
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cases, the projects have stalled; and in others, the end product 
has been of an inferior quality. 

AIFLD also administers the Regional Revolving Loan Fund, 
underwritten initially by USAID grants for $625 million. This 
fund totals some $812.4 million and has lent monies in twelve 
countries for five-year terms at little or no interest. More recently, 
funds have been channeled into trade-union credit unions as a 
means of providing loans to union members. The process gives 
individuals access to credit otherwise unavailable, but it also ties 
them firmly into consumerist patterns and debts that bind them 
closer to the system. Funds have also gone to finance vacation 
centers, a cause that further divides elite, pro-U.S. unions from the 
bulk of the working class. 

Intelligence, according to some sources, is a key AIFLD func- 
tion. In addition to providing cover for U.S. government operatives, 
the organization itself serves as an information-gathering arm. The 
recruitment process for seminars from the local to national levels 
and applications for housing projects form an ideal means for 
gathering data on individual unions and their members. A brief 
glance at official application forms shows the wealth of information 
they provide. Information is channeled back to Washington, where 
government agencies other than AIFLD can tap it for their own 
purposes.* 

AIFLD works closely with a host of public and private U.S. 
institutions. A recent high-level meeting in Cuernavaca, Mexico, 
for country program directors and Washington-based AIFLD 
officers indicates this relationship. Those present included Arturo 
Jáuregui, secretary-general of ORIT and an AIFLD director; the 
head of the government-sponsored Mexican labor confederation 
CTM; directors of the Asian-American Free Labor Institute and 
African-American Labor Center, both roughly equivalent to AIFLD 
in their respective areas; top-level aides from the Alliance for 
Progress, the Peace Corps, and USAID; the co-ordinator for inter- 
American affairs for the secretary of state; representatives from the 
Inter-American Development Bank and Council of the Americas; 
and the labor studies director at Florida International University 
in Miami. Delegates from seven ITS also attended.?* 
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U.S. Labor Foreign Policy in Action 


A growing body of evidence has become available concerning 
U.S. labor activities abroad and its role in U.S. foreign policy. 
The brief examples that follow illustrate these operations. In 
Brazil, for example, Romualdi met with President Dutra in 1947 
and with government help established contacts with labor leaders 
who could be counted on for support against both the Communist 
Party and the PTB. U.S. labor, however, did not move into Brazil 
until the late 1950s. From 1956 on, ORIT affiliates created a 
series of state- and local-level training programs and arranged 
trips for labor leaders to the United States. 

U.S. labor and its allies really swung into action during Goulart’s 
presidency. ORIT, AIFLD, and the U.S. embassy, through its labor 
attachés, worked hard to support non-Communist and nonradical 
labor groups and to oppose the left-dominated CGT, the nation’s 
principal progressive labor organization (see Chapter 4). This 
effort climaxed at the Third National Labor Congress of 1962, at 
which U.S. labor specialists flown in expressly for the occasion 
plotted strategy for the so-called democratic trade-union leaders. 
They convinced this minority bloc to pull out of the gathering and 
thus undermined attempts to unify labor. The Movimento Demo- 
cratico Sindical, under its motto “God, private property, and free 
enterprise,” received aid and advice in sponsoring its own meetings 
and in setting up trade-union courses. In addition, the Instituto 
Cultural do Trabalho (ICT), AIFLD’s local affiliate, and an 
institute for labor studies partially financed by U.S. business con- 
cerns trained labor personnel and disseminated procapitalist and 
anti-Communist labor publicity. AIFLD moved into the rural 
Northeast during 1963 in response to growing radical movements 
there, initiating a series of training and aid programs for reformist 
labor groups and leaders. 

U.S. labor moved against Goulart and progressive labor organi- 
zations in other ways, working to neutralize possible support for 
the government before and during the coup. In 1963, AIFLD 
trained a special all-Brazilian class in the United States. These 
activities prompted AIFLD’s social projects director to testify in 
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Congress that “what happened in Brazil on April 1 did not just 
happen—it was planned—and planned months in advance. Many 
of the trade union leaders—some of whom were actually trained 
in our institute—were involved in the revolution and in the over- 
throw of the Goulart regime.”?" Shortly after the coup, the AFL— 
CIO inter-American affairs director interviewed the military junta’s 
chief, asking for expanded AFL-CIO activity in Brazil, which soon 
happened. The ICT stepped up its activities and by the middle 
of 1973 had trained 28,892 trade-unionists in regional courses and 
almost 1,000 more in its São Paulo center. AIFLD, in conjunction 
with private U.S. organizations such as the Co-Operative League 
of the United States of America and government agencies 
such as the CIA, continued its rural activities after 1964. It en- 
larged training and service centers, and by the early 1970s some 
24,000 unionists and 3,500 campesino leaders had received 
AIFLD-related training and social projects existed in every state. 
Because the military now rigidly controls all political and union 
activity, most rural unions only “hold democratic elections to 
choose leaders who draw handsome salaries, take courses from 
AIFLD, and do very little.”28 ITS have also been at work in 
Brazil. The International Federation of Petroleum and Chemical 
Workers, for example, was expressly invited to help “clean up” 
supposedly Communist-infiltrated unions. This task has involved, 
in part, the distribution of funds to friendly union leaders and 
paid trips to the United States.2? 

In Chile, a strong working-class movement has backed leftist 
political parties since the 1930s. Once the Cold War began, U.S. 
labor worked hard to strengthen non-Communist unions and 
federations. The effort continued in the 1960s, when ORIT and 
AIFLD attempted to split the trade-union movement by dividing 
the left-controlled Central Unica de Trabajadores (CUT), Chile’s 
leading labor central, through peeling off the minority conserva- 
tive unions. To accomplish that, they urged all entities to join the 
CUT and paid back dues for those so inclined in order to allow 
them voting privileges to make their staged walkout more im- 
pressive. The maneuver failed, but AIFLD did create the Con- 
federación Nacional de Trabajadores (CNT), a conservative body 
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whose largest affiliate is a Valparaiso-based maritime federation. 
AIFLD graduates figure prominantly among its leadership and 
its stated policy, true to U.S.-style unions, is “to cooperate with 
owners and the directors of big business.” 

AIFLD education programs grew particularly rapidly after 1970, 
when a Marxist coalition, the Unidad Popular, won the presidential 
elections. By that time, about 10,000 persons had graduated from 
local courses, a figure equivalent to 3 to 4 percent of Chile’s total 
trade-union membership; and from February 1972 to February 
1973, the number of Chileans enrolled at Front Royal increased 
almost 400 percent. Although the CNT made little headway among 
Chilean workers, U.S.-trained people played key roles in sabotaging 
the Unidad Popular’s plans whenever possible. In the copper mines, 
where Christian Democrats, Socialists, and Communists all shared 
a following among the workers, procapitalist unionists tried every 
possible tactic to prolong conflicts between the workers and the 
government and had some success. U.S. labor strategy earned its 
best results among the so-called gremios (independent worker- 
employer associations). Many of the Chilean gremio leaders main- 
tained close contact both with right-wing political groups and 
with the U.S. embassy and U.S. labor. Recurrent strikes by gremios 
in the distribution sector (clearly financed by outside sources) 
disrupted the economy and helped prepare the way for the fascist 
coup of 1973 that imposed a brutal military dictatorship.*% 

U.S. organizations played no less a role in the Chilean country- 
side. By 1967, AIFLD had trained over 3,000 campesino leaders. 
The International Development Foundation (IDF) proved more 
important. It opened operations in Chile during 1964 as a private 
foundation, emphasizing peasant organization. Almost single- 
handedly, it formed the Confederación Nacional Campesina by 
supplying legal assistance, technical skills, and money to create 
unions willing to join. This peasant confederation, in contrast with 
similar groups mobilized by the left, aimed at achieving agrarian 
reform through establishing small private holdings rather than 
through any collective or co-operative ventures. When it became 
known that IDF received funds directly from CIA fronts, the 
organization retired from Chile, and USAID took over its pro- 
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grams. A number of U.S. sources also supported the Rural 
Education Institute, a conservative Catholic institution backed 
by the National Agricultural Society (which represents large land- 
holders) that conducted classes for peasants and peasant leaders. 
Espousing a violently anti-leftist line, the institute by 1965 suc- 
ceeded in creating twenty-three education centers in which it 
trained over 4,000 persons. Naturally, both IDF and USAID 
quickly became substantial supporters of the institute.*1 

U.S. agencies have also intervened in the Dominican Republic. 
Before the assassination of the long-time dictator General Rafael 
Trujillo in 1961, the AFL-CIO already had trained a number of 
Dominican exiles in both Puerto Rico and New York. They quickly 
returned to the island and soon formed the Frente de Obreros 
Unidos para Syndicatos Autónomos (FOUPSA), a coalition of 
anti-Trujillo groups. Shortly after its founding, the AFL-CIO urged 
a purge of all “undesirable elements”; when FOUPSA refused, the 
AFL-CIO even resorted to bribery. It utilized the same tactic 
during the 1961-1962 general strike, offering FOUPSA’s head 
$30,000 to call off the movement. When this ploy failed, a defama- 
tion campaign against FOUPSA officials and the organization, 
charging that it was really a Communist front, achieved the desired 
result. FOUPSA split into two factions. One, the Bloque FOUPSA 
Libre became the Confederación Nacional de Trabajadores Libres 
(CONATRAL), under AFL-CIO-trained leaders. By 1962, the 
AFL-CIO and ORIT, both of which used Cuban exiles from 
Batista days to train Dominicans, almost totally dominated 
CONATRAL.”? 

CONATRAL’s positions reflected U.S. influence. It steadfastly 
opposed any unification attempts in the Dominican movement, 
despite contrary statements on the part of its leaders and the 
AFL-CIO. It opted for bread-and-butter unionism, summed up 
by the position that “unions exist to obtain benefits for their 
members—period.” That attitude clashed with the political realities 
of the situation. The Dominican government, like most govern- 
ments in Latin America, could regulate wages, control strikes, rule 
over the collective bargaining procedure, and generally manipulate 
labor for its own purposes, Nevertheless, CONATRAL refused 
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support for the populist Juan Bosch in the presidency, even though 
he allowed labor relative freedom, advocated profit sharing, and 
promoted recognition of majority unions as legitimate bargaining 
agents in each sector rather than using government power to give 
favored unions that position. CONATRAL justified its actions with 
the usual declaration’ of noninvolvement in politics, but its stand 
really mirrored the fact that the United States disapproved of 
Bosch.’ 

Bosch’s case merits further attention because it sheds light on 
the workings of imperialism. When Trujillo’s regime ended, Bosch 
emerged as the strongest candidate in the elections, which he duly 
won. Although U.S. organizations openly voiced their distrust and 
later did everything to assist the military coup that finally ousted 
him in 1963, other agencies prepared for the contingency that he 
would assume power. The International Institute for Labor 
Studies, headed by the well-known social democrat Norman 
Thomas, funded the Inter-American Center for Social Studies in 
the Dominican Republic, which trained most of the technicians and 
high-level government officials who served under Bosch. Later, it 
became known that the institute received backing from the J. M. 
Kaplan Fund, a CIA conduit. Furthermore, the institute’s vice- 
president, a man active in Dominican affairs and exposed as a CIA 
agent, had overseen the creation of a pro-Bosch peasant federation 
that mobilized the rural vote. Once Bosch’s term began, however, 
U.S. operatives allowed the federation to disintegrate slowly. This 
fact, combined with AFL-CIO-fostered divisions in the labor 
movement, left Bosch without any substantial pillars of organized 
support and facilitated his overthrow.** 

Additional actions by CONATRAL and imperialist agencies 
deserve mention. Shortly before the military coup that ousted 
Bosch, CONATRAL paid for a full-page advertisement in a local 
newspaper Calling for the military to save the country from Com- 
munism, a barely disguised invitation for the action that soon took 
place. It played no active role in the popular uprising against the 
Cabral government of April 1965 that led directly to U.S. military 
intervention. It did, however, praise the invasion, echoing the 
AFL-CIO, State Department, and ORIT line that_the intrusion 
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thwarted Communism and prevented another Cuba. In the 1966 
elections, it almost openly supported the reactionary candidate 
backed by the United States (and the AFL—CIO, ORIT, and the 
like), even though he took on an antilabor position. These stands 
by CONATRAL’s leadership, which rarely if ever consulted the 
rank and file before issuing the organization’s official statements, 
cost the organization. After its endorsement of the intervention, 
several unions resigned, and membership fell from an estimated 
100,000 to about 25,000.35 

AIFLD operated actively in the Dominican Republic. It trained 
peasant leaders in conjunction with ORIT and the AFL-CIO and 
initiated several social projects, including a housing development 
for sugar workers in the town of San Pedro de Macoris. Invest- 
ment for the scheduled $3 million complex derived 67 percent 
from the Inter-American Development Bank and 33 percent from 
an AFL-CIO loan guaranteed by USAID. However, the project 
soon ran into trouble when AIFLD’s hidden conditions came into 
the open. No competitive bidding for construction contracts had 
taken place, and AIFLD apparently had awarded them at will. 
AIFLD had also insisted that only CONATRAL unions work on 
the complex. And, as in similar projects elsewhere, AIFLD had 
restricted access to the new housing to CONATRAL members. 
The illegality of these procedures under Dominican law tempo- 
rarily forced the project to halt. Finally completed in 1967 through 
direct AID financing, the complex amounted to 110 units, rather 
than the 700 to 900 originally promised.3* 

After 1965, CONATRAL remained isolated and unrepresenta- 
tive despite a massive propaganda campaign to enhance its image. 
Between 1962 and 1969, AIFLD spent $1.6 million in the country 
(not counting housing). In the late 1960s, it tried but failed to 
form a new organization. Then, in 1971, AIFLD created the 
National Confederation of Dominican Workers to replace the 
moribund CONATRAL. However, it never prospered because its 
membership consisted mostly of company unions and tightly con- 
trolled progovernment organizations. 

As U.S. investment grew, doubling between 1965 and 1975 to 
nearly $400 million, labor strategy changed. In response to a 
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growing anti-imperialist consciousness among Dominicans, AIFLD 
reduced its programs. The government-labor apparatus concen- 
trated less on the labor movement and worked more directly with 
multinational corporations to squash militant working-class activ- 
ity. The ITS came to play a larger role as AIFLD's activities met 
increasing criticism from nationalist and anti-imperialist labor 
elements. Several ITS expanded their activities through funds from 
U.S. affiliates, which, in turn, received monies from AIFLD. The 
International Transport Workers’ Federation and the Postal, Tele- 
graph, and Telephone International (PTTI) both worked to 
strengthen reformist unions against existit progressive unions in 
their respective sectors. The government encouraged these efforts 
by using force against independent labor organizations and leaders. 

Management took matters into its own hands on the properties 
of the multinationals. At Gulf and Western’s La Romana sugar 
estate, the company hired Cuban exiles and former Trujillo thugs 
to break the existing union, branding it as Communist. It then 
formed a company union and forced Dominican workers to join. 
However, it excluded all Haitian braceros, who formed the lowest- 
paid sector of the work force. Falconbridge Nickel Company used 
similar tactics, hiring a known CIA operative to oversee the crea- 
tion of a company union and destroy the existing workers’ 
organization.®” 

U.S. labor activities in Argentina over the past decades provide 
further insights into the workings of labor foreign policy. The 
AFL-CIO opposed the Peronist labor movement almost from its 
origins (see Chapter 4). In 1947, the AFL-CIO formally broke 
relations with the CGT and threw its support behind COASI, 
which was composed of non-Peronist and non-Communist unions. 
It continued to back these so-called democratic trade-unions (the 
name invariably given to pro-U.S. factions) in opposition to the 
“fascistic” Peronist unions throughout Perón's terms in office. The 
AFL-CIO sent several missions to Argentina during this period to 
investigate charges of state intervention within the labor movement, 
and iť carried on an active propaganda campaign throughout the 
hemisphere against both the CGT and the Agrupación de 
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Trabajadores Latino Americanos Sindicalizados (ATLAS), the 
Peronist continental labor organization.*® 

After Perón's ouster in September 1955, the AFL-CIO main- 
tained its anti-Peronist policy. Within a year of the coup, U.S. labor 
officials arranged a series of meetings between the government and 
“democratic” labor leaders to co-ordinate strategy for restructuring: 
the labor movement without the now-outlawed Peronists and com- 
bating continued Peronist support within a majority of the unions. 
But internal factionalism and a deteriorating economic situation 
prevented the unification of the labor movement.?? 

The AFL-CIO pursued its efforts. During the Frondizi period 
(May 1958—March 1962), for example, George Meany met with 
the Argentine president and agreed upon a new plan to reconstitute 
the CGT, excluding only Communist and hard-line Peronist 
unions. That strategy also failed. Despite tacit government backing, 
the “democratic” unions could never muster enough strength to 
dominate the movement and so reverted to divisionist tactics.*° 

By 1963, it became obvious that only a change in tactics could 
rebuild the labor movement and still maintain procapitalist 
unionism. Accordingly, the AFL-CIO tried to split the Peronist 
ranks, actively courting those right-wing elements that they thought 
could be won over by material concessions. This new stance re- 
sulted from earlier failures but also flowed from events inside the 
country and the labor movement. Foreign investment, much of it 
from the United States, surged in the 1960s. Thus, as in other 
dependent areas, the interests of U.S. business and labor (and 
therefore the U.S. government) coincided. Both sought an anti- 
Communist, procapitalist labor movement dedicated to bread-and- 
butter unionism. Divisions inside the Peronist camp also dictated 
the new strategy. Gradually, a conciliatory labor bureaucracy 
emerged within several major unions. These officials saw an oppor- 
tunity to consolidate their lucrative positions through dealings with 
national authorities. The constant deterioration of the economic 
situation after 1955 afforded them the chance to secure their posi- 
tions by pursuing purely economic goals. At the same time, a num- 
ber of militant leaders, backed by growing numbers within the rank 
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and file, openly began to link workers’ demands to an anti- 
imperialist, pro-socialist position. U.S. labor’s policy change thus 
came in reaction to the emergence of a militant left-wing labor 
sector and a growing imperialist penetration of the Argentine 
economy.*! 

As elsewhere, AIFLD became one major agent of U.S. policy, 
and its activities in Argentina increased markedly after 1963. The 
number of grants to leaders rose and for the first time included 
selected CGT officials. AIFLD also initiated a series of housing 
projects, including its largest in Latin America. Through 1974, 
almost half of its housing expenditures went to Argentina. Using 
monies loaned by a number of private U.S. insurance companies, 
AIFLD selected four unions from fourteen applicants for the 
project (in all, it solicited twenty unions), including the elite Light 
and Power Workers’ Union, one of the country’s largest and a 
particular target for U.S. influence because of its right-leaning 
Peronist leadership. At the same time the Inter-American Develop- 
ment Bank supplied loans for housing projects in the interior, 
which were also awarded either to anti-Peronist or right-wing 
Peronist unions. Much of the money earmarked for housing only 
lined the pockets of union leaders, and the housing units, costing 
$6,000 to $12,000 each (a substantial sum for any Argentine 
worker), went mainly to middle-echelon bureaucrats. Given the 
intelligence-gathering function of housing projects, the emphasis 
in Argentina, where AIFLD faced a difficult situation, is not sur- 
prising. Argentine unions also received seventeen impact projects 
involving substantial loans.*? 

Strong nationalistic and anti-U.S. sentiment among rank-and-file 
workers prevented AIFLD from operating as openly in Argentina 
as it did in other countries. It therefore increasingly combined its 
programs with those of ITS, a tactic later employed elsewhere 
when nationalist or progressive elements threatened AIFLD and 
U.S. labor’s position. By 1974, eight ITS (incorporating thirty-two 
local unions) functioned in Argentina, and the PTTI maintained 
a subregional office there. These organizations cosponsored semi- 
nars with AIFLD, gradually extending their programs into the 
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interior. In all, 2,682 workers from twenty-one unions received 
training in courses and seminars by 1969.48 

As class struggle escalated, AIFLD found itself on the defensive. 
In 1968, it opened an office in Córdoba, a center of the militant, 
progressive workers’ movement and focal point of opposition to the 
right-wing bureaucrats, mostly located in Buenos Aires. Soon, how- 
ever, it closed the office and in 1974 shut down its entire Argentine 
operation under pressure from the nationalist left-wing of the labor 
movement. To offset these reverses, U.S. labor increasingly relied 
on the ITS. Education programs have become part of ITS internal 
structures, although AIFLD graduates conduct the classes. Local 
unions also give internal education modeled on programs created 
in Washington, D.C., and Front Royal and taught by AIFLD 
trainees. Both these changes have lowered the U.S. labor profile. 
AIFLD and the U.S. embassy, however, still sponsor trips for labor 
leaders to the United States and bring officials to the United States 
for training and indoctrination through the Inter-American Labor 
Economics Program, officially administered by the OAS. AIFLD 
also has supplied funds for union-related projects, granting five 
large loans to finance savings and loans institutions for specific 
unions between 1969 and 1973.44 

Although the United States and its agents cannot play as decisive 
a role in Argentina as they can in nations with less mature labor 
movements, their presence gives procapitalist unions extra re- 
sources in their struggle against nationalist and anti-imperialist 
forces. In smaller countries, this type of aid can have an important 
impact. In Guatemala, U.S. labor aided the conservative coup that 
overthrew the progressive regime of Jacobo Arbenz in 1954, and 
its continued efforts in that country led one observer to say that 
“US government and representative agencies have successfully 
dominated much of the organizational framework above the local 
level” since that time.* In Guyana, U.S. efforts helped topple 
Prime Minister Cheddi Jagan in 1963. There, CIA agents worked 
as labor people, AIFLD maintained anti-Jagan trade-union leaders 
on its full-time payroll, and the American Federation of State, 
Country, and Municipal Employees supplied almost $1 million in 
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strike benefits to anti-Jagan forces through the Public Services 
International.** 

U.S. labor has particularly targeted industries or nations con- 
sidered vital to the U.S. economy. When Ecuador struck oil, U.S. 
labor programs there greatly expanded. As of 1975, over 10 per- 
cent of the entire labor force, including a heavy representation 
from the oil sector, had received some kind of AIFLD-related 
education.*” In Jamaica, similar events occurred in the bauxite in- 
dustry once the international giants, Alcan Aluminum, Kaiser 
Aluminum, and Reynolds Metals, moved in. In 1952, the United 
Steel Workers of America (USWA) aided the foundation and 
growth of the Jamaican National Workers’ Union (NWU) among 
bauxite workers. By 1954, the NWU, with support from the 
USWA, had defeated its more progressive rival union and since 
then has monopolized that sector. Although the Jamaican workers 
have received some material benefits, the major advantages accrued 
to the USWA and the companies. The steelworkers assured an 
orderly supply of bauxite, upon which jobs of aluminum workers in 
the United States depend. The union has called no strike since the 
1950s and has settled all disputes peaceably. The companies gained 
labor peace and an additional bonus: The union screens out 
workers who disagree with its philosophy. A survey of corporate 
executives, for example, found that they viewed the NWU as “a 
useful social institution serving a police function, which is of value 
to the company.”** 

In the 1960s and 1970s, three additional groups have received 
special attention from U.S. labor. Increased demands for agrarian 
reform and rising sentiment against foreign agribusinesses such as 
United Brands (formerly United Fruit) have led to emphasis on 
programs for peasants and agricultural workers. In 1967, 74 rural 
leaders, including a group representing unions of United Brands’ 
workers, graduated from AIFLD-USAID programs. The 1974 
Front Royal course included one semester specifically for banana 
workers from Central and South America. Women constitute an- 
other group recently getting more attention. AIFLD now holds a 
series of special courses for women at Front Royal and in the field. 
Because increasing numbers of women join the work force annu- 
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ally, this effort, like the one aimed at rural workers, prepares for 
the future as well as dealing with the present. Such educational 
efforts have a multiplier effect that can be important in areas 
where no solid independent union movement exists. A study by 
the Central American Labor Studies Institute indicates the im- 
portance of outside training in such an area. Of 174 graduates’ 
surveyed, 85 had been elected to a union office, 72 organized a new 
union, 50 percent gave an educational course, and 70 percent 
handled one or more grievances at their workplace. The survey 
also noted that 80 percent of the graduates favored the Central 
American Common Market, which benefits major U.S. corpora- 
tions far more than it does the people of the countries involved.*® 

Opposition to overt U.S. labor activities inside Latin America 
has mounted in recent years. It is now also growing in the United 
States. The rank and file are not consulted on AFL-CIO activities 
abroad or informed about their intent. For example, one study 
acknowledged that in response to questions about AIFLD, “no 
more than two out of fifty labor officials knew even the barest 
detail about the organization .. . and not a single one of hundreds 
of union members canvassed had any idea at all of the existence of 
AIFLD!”* But this situation is changing. Recently, workers formed 
the Union Committee for an All-Labor AIFLD, which seeks to 
eliminate the influence of government, business, and the CIA from 
the organization and turn it into one controlled by workers and 
unions. The Santa Clara County Labor Council recently confronted 
a high-ranking AIFLD official and condemned its role in Chile. 
Unionists at the 1975 convention of the Communications Workers 
of America expressed opposition to U.S. unions engaging in covert 
activities in Latin America, and other labor gatherings have ex- 
pressed similar sentiments.” 


CONCLUSION 


External factors have influenced and continue to influence or- 
ganized labor in Latin Anierica. Among these factors are foreign 
labor organizations. The AFL forged links between North and 
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South American workers in the 1910s. From the first, it sought to 
influence Latin American labor in reformist directions. U.S. labor’s 
interest in Latin America grew proportionately with the increase 
in U.S. investment. Beginning in the late 1930s, U.S. labor and 
the U.S. government openly coordinated their efforts to ensure 
Latin American labor’s co-operation in the anti-Axis war effort. 
After World War Il, they worked to prevent the growth of anti- 
capitalist unions and to build business unionism throughout the 
continent. Furthermore, U.S. labor bureaucrats actively supported 
the efforts of U.S. government and busingss to topple unfriendly 
regimes in Latin America. 

The results of U.S. labor’s foreign policy have varied. In some 
cases, it succeeded in checking the growth of leftist organizations 
and in building up or forming unions in its own image. In other 
cases, its policies have shown meager results. U.S. efforts could 
not contain the rise of an anti-imperialist, socialist consciousness 
among Cuban workers or curb Peronist influence in the ranks of 
Argentine labor. Chilean workers voted solidly for a Marxist 
president in 1970 despite considerable expenditure of funds and 
energies by U.S. labor and the U.S. government to prevent it. U.S. 
labor claims to sponsor democratic unions, but its greatest suc- 
cesses in Latin America have come in countries with authoritarian 
military regimes and its strongest supporters have been tied to 
conservative political parties and governments. 
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POSTSCRIPT 


The case studies discussed in this book validate a number of 
hypotheses concerning the evolution of organized labor in Latin 
America. The first suggests that common patterns emerge at 
roughly the same time throughout the continent. Formative, ex- 
pansive and explosive, and co-optive—repressive periods emerged 
everywhere. Although national events and socioeconomic factors 
conditioned the intensity and duration of each, they share marked 
similarities. The formative period in the countries of the Platine 
basin, for example, brought a rise of common ideologies among 
groups of workers occupying key sectors of the economy. Similarly, 
the populist variant of the co-optive—repressive period displays 
comparable features in Argentina and Brazil. The imperialist 
thrust, too, operates within a common range throughout Latin 
America, although its impact differs from area to area and within 
individual countries. Even where national events have accelerated 
or delayed stages, as they have in Mexico or Bolivia, features per- 
taining to corresponding stages in other nations manifest them- 
selves. 

A second hypothesis is that the crucial variables determining 
organized labor’s historical course are the composition of local 
ruling classes; the nature, composition, and history of the working 
class; and the direction of the world economy and foreign policy 
decisions taken in the developed capitalist world. Of these, the 
international dimension weighs heaviest. Here, too, local configu- 
rations produced varied results even within the same period. 
Furthermore, each period in the sequence is shaped by the preced- 
ing One. Thus, for example, the development in the formative 
period of a strong, militant labor movement in Argentina condi- 
tioned events during the expansive and explosive and the co-optive— 
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repressive periods. The failure to forge a strong movement in 
Brazil led to a different pattern there both in the 1920s and during 
the Vargas and Goulart years. Similarly, the historical experience 
of Cuban workers favorably influenced the course of the Revolu- 
tion both before and after 1959. 

These hypotheses best explain both the similarities and the 
differences in the historical patterns found throughout Latin 
America. They may not, however, serve as well in the future. The 
present globalization of the world economy may change the lines 
of tension within world capitalism, particularly within backward 
areas. Since 1945, local bourgeoisies have steadily lost power to the 
advancing forces of international capital. They have become further 
integrated into the world system at the cost of their autonomy, al- 
though sometimes to their financial gain. As this process continues, 
the variable represented by the local ruling class will become less 
important. This trend, in turn, carries other implications. On one 
hand, the possibility for cross-class alliances between workers and 
segments of the bourgeoisie will fade. On the other hand, capi- 
talism’s primary contradiction, that between the working class and 
capital, will emerge in clearer perspective. In other words, as 
tensions between national and international capitalists lessen, those 
between labor and capital will grow. As this happens, the working 
class, both in Latin America and in the rest of the world, may 
assume a leadership role for social revolution that it has so far 
failed to play. 

The presence of contradictory forces makes any evaluation of 
organized labor in the 1970s difficult. One can argue that organized 
labor as a pressure group at the national level is losing and will 
continue to lose power. That analysis stems from the nature of 
capitalist development in backward economies. Unlike areas of 
classical capitalist evolution, the relative number of workers enter- 
ing the industrial work force over time in Latin America has 
shrunk. Between 1925 and 1960, for example, manufacturing 
employed less than one-quarter of the increase in the urban work 
force, or 5 million out of 23 million people. Correspondingly, the 
tertiary sector (services) has grown rapidly. These figures mean 
that the percentage of organized workers in the economically active 
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population (now about 15 percent at most) is declining steadily. 
And it is unlikely to grow substantially in the near future because 
the tertiary sectors are notoriously hard to organize. 

In the countryside, despite the growth of peasant and rural 
unions, the vast majority remain outside any official structure. As 
of 1960, for example, 80 million rural dwellers had no organiza- 
tional representation. This population is also difficult to mobilize, 
even though its potential for explosive violence is high, as demon- 
strated by the massive rural movements that shook Latin America 
in the 1960s.? 

Nevertheless, trends pointing to the possibility of increasing 
militancy, even among the best-paid workers, also exist. Dependent 
capitalist development creates disparities between workers in the 
industrial sectors and those outside it. It places increasing pressures 
on industrial workers, too. Capital- and technology-intensive in- 
dustries create fewer jobs than labor-intensive industry does. The 
fact that Latin America produces increasingly for and in competi- 
tion with the world market makes this type of industry the most 
desirable investment. The number of new job openings, however, 
are relatively fewer, and new plants threaten even those already 
employed with obsolescence. Thus even such simple union demands 
as job security may, in this context, actually lead to conflict. The 
long- and short-range economic picture may also spur working- 
class mobilization. The constant drain of money and resources and 
the need for local capital accumulation leave little surplus for dis- 
tribution, even among elite workers. Inflation, constantly present in 
all Latin American countries, steadily erodes salaries and wages, 
a phenomenon that workers tend not to accept passively. 

The real pressures of job security and constantly threatened 
material standards, in conjunction with the fact that many 
unionized workers toil in sectors directly or indirectly influenced 
by external factors, have resulted in demands for structural reforms, 
not just ameliorations. In many countries, skilled workers have 
formulated these demands. Mexican railroad and electrical 
workers, Argentine auto workers, Brazilian metallurgists, and 
skilled workers in several Chilean industries have all ranked among 
the most militant labor elements in their respective countries 
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despite attempts by local governments, in concert with imperialist 
labor agents and agencies, to repress or co-opt them. 

The international factor has many sides. The growing presence 
of transnational corporations serves to heighten anti-imperialist 
consciousness among workers. It has also given rise to new inter- 
national consciousness as the working class realizes that national 
labor organization is increasingly less adequate to combat the trans- 
nationals. But the strategy of these corporations is also changing. 
Investment now flows increasingly through the state, which func- 
tions indirectly as a disburser of credit to the private sector and 
directly as employer. The apparent neutrality of the state disguises 
foreign control, but profit still returns to imperialist centers through 
repayments on loans and monies for royalties on patents, licensing, 
and management contract fees. Thus nationalism, which has played 
an important role in mobilizing workers against both the foreign 
and the local ruling classes, is now used to mask and protect 
foreign penetration of the economy. 

At present, organized labor is on the defensive. Reactionary 
governments, most of them military, rule the majority of Latin 
American countries, and they pursue policies that are repressive 
rather than co-optive. Under these circumstances, it is unlikely that 
the labor movement will soon become a force for radical social 
change. Nor can this happen, given socioeconomic conditions, 
without participation by a broad coalition of forces. As the 
examples of Bolivia, Cuba, and Argentina clearly indicate, labor 
acting by itself without a solid alliance with other groups and 
without national political co-ordination, cannot substantially in- 
fluence events. Groups of elite workers may improve their situa- 
tions within national economies when their governments pursue 
co-optive policies, but these will be only small segments of the 
working class. The fact remains that for both urban and rural Latin 
Americans the quality of life deteriorates at a rapid pace. The 
pressures for change build steadily, but the channels for meaning- 
ful change are still being cut. 
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both methods to prevent workers from 
pursuing an independent course. Chapter 
Three shows how the 1910 Revolution in 
Mexico interrupted the development of 
Mexican labor and diverted that movement 
into new channels. Chapter Four focuses 
on labor and populism, highlighting the 
Vargas and Goulart years in Brazil and the 
regimes of Juan Perón in Argentina and 
examining the appeal of populist politi- 
cians and the limits of populist politics for 
the working class and organized labor. 

In addition, Spalding studies labor and 
revolution in Bolivia (1952) and Cuba 
(1959) and, in the final chapter, examines 
the influence of external labor organiza- 
tions On internal events, focusing particu- 
larly on United States labor foreign policy. 
In a brief postscript, the author presents 
conclusions and comments on the present 
status and probable future of organiz g 
labor in Latin America. 
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